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ABSTRACT 
 
ASHLEY MELZER: Time’s the Revelator: Revival and Resurgence in Alt.country and 
Modern Old-Time American Music 
(Under the directions of Dr. William Ferris, Dr. Robert Cantwell, and Dr. Patricia Sawin) 
 
 
This thesis investigates the relationship between the modern old-time and alt.country 
movements through the comparison of four different female musicians: Abigail 
Washburn, Rayna Gellert, Gillian Welch, and Neko Case. These four women often pull 
from the same wellspring of old-time songs/structures/sounds, but their instincts come 
from exceptionally different places.  The disparity between the ways they approach their 
music, reveals how the push toward modern capitalist industrialism has affected how 
different artists and communities access and transmit those old-world icons and sounds.  
Furthermore, their engagement specifically with the topic of gender exposes key tactical 
differences.  Old-time musicians, Washburn and Gellert, work within the strictures of 
tradition so as to remain in dialogue with their community. Welch and Case play into the 
experimental bent of alt.country to emotionally affect listeners in order to create discreet, 
personal connections between themselves and their audience.   
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PREFACE 
 
In the summer, Florida is so hot the home becomes some dark prison of necessary 
air conditioning.  Retreating outside tempts heat stroke, sunburn, dehydration or some 
horrid combination of all three.  Maybe for this reason, every year for as far back as I can 
remember, my family has fled the sweltering panhandle to attend The Georgia Mountain 
Fair in Hiawassee.  Huddled in the hills surrounding the Great Smoky Mountains, 
hedging the line between north Georgia and North Carolina, the fair is a whirlwind of 
fried apple pies, Ferris wheels, carved wooden bears, panning for gold, beef jerky, 
clogging, pig races, pottery, soap making demonstrations, Brunswick stew and music, 
old-time country music.  But despite the sweaty hell I was fleeing, when I was younger, I 
mostly hated it.  
Sure, I would stock up on jerky and bury my head into giant plastic bags of kettle 
corn for the better part of the afternoon, but I would also be forced to plant myself in 
some musty, orange pew and listen to music, old-time country music.  If I so much as 
stuck my head outside the massive music hall, I could hear the screams and giggles from 
down on the fairgrounds.  Other kids were whooping and hollering on the heinous Zipper 
or wailing after an unfortunate spin on the Starship 2000, and I was suffering through 
hours of mandolin and banjo solos and the constant communal uplift of some character 
called “Fiddlin’ Howard Cunningham.” Grandma would have her foot tapping; 
Granddaddy would be head bobbing, and Mom would be trying to manufacture some 
clapping beat that never seemed to catch on with the other attendees.  
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Every year we went through this routine of the Mountain Fair and the mountain 
music, but there was never really a clear reason why.  We had no family that lived close 
by, nor (to my knowledge) had any ever lived there.  The pilgrimage was less to the place 
than it was to the culture and the music. However, even with that in mind, the connection 
was elusive.  My grandparents were not musicians.  My mother played piano, but only in 
church.  My Dad was not an especially big country music fan.  In fact, the only things I 
can remember ever catching my parents listening to at home (other than talk radio) 
amount to the Bee Gees and Fleetwood Mac.   
Even so, old-time music infected my summers.  It enveloped me in subtler ways 
at home, pouring through chance radio broadcasts and playing out in special music 
sessions in churches or at country house parties. It was constantly there.  No wonder then 
that I wasted my best rebellion running from it, listening to smooth, bass heavy R&B, 
coarse grunge, sickly sweet pop, and then finally some shoegaze indie rock smattering of 
artists gambling with noises and wild imagery.   
Then just before I literally dislocated myself from the south to attend film school 
in California, a friend handed me Ryan Adams’ Heartbreaker. It is a devastating 
album—sly and stormy at times, wise and regretful at others, impeccably written 
throughout.  I listened to it constantly. I was intoxicated and for months there was no 
methadone. Waking from this stupor just meant I’d fallen into innumerable others: 
stumbling from Adam’s previous outfit Whiskeytown to the band Uncle Tupelo (and its 
subsequent incarnations Wilco and Son Volt) and on to Gillian Welch and The Old 97s 
and Neko Case and The Drive-by-Truckers and on and on.  There was no map, no 
guide— just impulse, something pulling me to the next records, to the similar artists, to 
this world of music that all weirdly fit under some made-up, non-category called  
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alt.country. The music was anchor and I was sunk.  
 I also spent nights hiding in my room with my new guitar.  My hands awkwardly 
clawed at the thing— a shiny, burgundy Christmas present Mom figured would be a most 
attractive wall mount if I never ended up playing a single chord.  To her great misfortune, 
I did.  I buzzed and banged and squawked pitiful renditions of those tunes that had 
become so rooted in my head.  Soon enough I realized it was often easier to write my 
own songs than to learn someone else’s, so I lazily took up the habit of writing country 
weepers and pounding out rough and tumble “you did me wrong” knee-slappers like the 
ones I was hearing on record.   
It was a double assault of sorts.  I would scour the Internet for a while looking for 
Wilco tabs.  Then, if something struck me, I would write, channeling my best Emmylou 
Harris impression and singing about tough times and loss as if I had actually experienced 
them.  Sincerely, all I ever wanted was to approximate the truth I heard in those voices, 
the ones that blew the dust off all that old music like I’d heard for years and somehow 
made it personal and immediate— voices like Lucinda Williams’ trying to forecast losing 
her heartache on “Jackson” or like the entwined mastery of Ryan Adams’ and Caitlin 
Cary’s dulcet tones unraveling the difference between losing “The Battle and the War.”  
Now, it’s a few years down the line and I’m not sure I’m any closer to 
approximating that truth, but it’s still all I want to capture.  When I listen to this music, I 
can almost map the steps between it and that old-time canon that so overshadowed my 
coming-of-age.  I can sit here, but also see myself moping there, with feet dangling on 
that musty, orange pew. And I can remember the subsequent years and all the ways I 
grew away from the South, and all the reasons I fled back.   
The music mirrors that insurrection.  In it, I can sense something new and stormy,  
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some amplified modern inflection that demands attention and empathy.  The songs are a 
resurgence; the artists, like resurrected spirits trapped in a cemetery, circling their graves, 
and growing sad, tracing their fingers over the names of loved ones etched in marble.  
And I am no resurrection, but I spend most days digging through records trying to 
understand how one led to another and why they mean so much.  And I am trapped by 
alt.country, repeating the same songs, and growing sad, tracing my fingers over names 
and loved words, desperate to know their power.  
 
 
Ashley Melzer 
May 2009 
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INTRODUCTION 
By 1936, the Depression was so gloomy and oppressive that even the “Sunny 
Side” singing, “I’ll be all Smiles Tonight” Carter Family had taken an ominous turn.  “In 
this dark hour, midnight nearing / The tribulation time will come / The storms will hurl 
the midnight fear / And sweep lost millions to their doom,” they sang out, their voices 
converging with eerie certainty (Carter).  Poverty was ubiquitous: adversity, inevitable. 
“I'm going where there's no Depression,” they resolved, “To a better land that's free from 
care / I'll leave this world of toil and trouble / My home's in heaven / I'm going there” 
(Carter).  Optimistically, morbidly, relief was only accessible beyond the grave.  
Some fifty years later, in 1990, The Carter’s “No Depression” hymn attained new 
relevance as the title track for the debut full length of Uncle Tupelo, a would-be country 
band full of misfits, hailing from the all but bustling St. Louis suburb of Belleville.  “Fear 
the hearts of men are failing,” lead singer Jay Farrar growls on top of a seemingly 
traditional arrangement of the tune, “for these our latter days we know,” he assures 
(Uncle Tupelo “No Depression”).  Fusing the Carter’s bleak resolution with a gritty rock 
vocal aesthetic, the cover comes off with a curiously contemporary and resonant 
sincerity.  Uncle Tupelo may be a long way from dust bowl economics, but with this 
simple cover they align themselves with Carters in conviction against a spreading 
depression—theirs just so happening to be musical, instead of financial.   
Revitalized with insurgent and musically political nostalgia, “No Depression” 
exemplified an escalating alternative country movement that was spearheading its way 
into the musical consciousness.  The burgeoning sound did not stem from a single 
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location, label, or even continent, but rather a subterranean necessity for rebellion against 
the systemizing, hegemonic music culture of the time (Escott 160).  Bristling from years 
of rootless, corporate country and commodified so-called “counterculture” hardcore 
music, bands began coming out of the woodwork, merging old-time music with modern 
punk urgency and indie rock inaccessibility.  Pessimistically, aggressively, liberation was 
only possible as a caterwaul of roots spirit and progressive confrontation.  There would 
be No Depression, and its name would be alt.country. 
Alt.country is at best a resurrection; however, it is not the lone movement 
attempting to musically recapture the past.  Old-Time, a likewise fuzzy conglomerate of 
antique sounds and songs, is an ever-present parallel, apt for serious juxtaposition. 
Originating out of folk culture before the commercialization of music by the recording 
industry, old-time is a collection of styles, song structures, and conventions.  Its validity 
in subsequent generations has been sustained by its folk genesis, which has led artists 
(and listeners) to ascribe authenticity and purity of motivation to the genre and its 
forms/parts/methods.  Old-time music is necessarily framed by the past, but may be 
understood in the present as a folk-biased strategy with a folk-created arsenal of sounds.  
Its revival (and recapitulation by alt.country artists) demonstrates that contemporary 
communities may “[seek] alternates to mass culture music, [develop] an interest in, 
[appropriate], and [consume] the music produced by people for whom informed scholars 
act as advocates” (Rosenberg 19).  Contemporary technology and cultural structure may 
have changed the nature of the musics’ transmission, but it has not affected its folkloric 
relevance.  
Unlocking the mystery of this relevance is perhaps only possible by pinpointing 
artistic contemporaries whose work reveals the spectrum of experimentation and 
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discipleship in both the alt.country and old-time movements.  These correlative yet 
divergent styles provoke the question of intentionality.  What are these movements 
attempting to achieve? Or rather, what are they getting at?  No doubt, these 
recapitulations of roots identity are both working toward a certain establishment of 
community; however, the self-conscious nature of alt.country alters the construction of 
that community.  Whereas old-time is about rehashing and respecting established 
traditional music forms and literal manifestations of culture, alt.country summons olden 
days iconography and emotional tropes to create discreet connections between people.   
 
 
Galvanized in the late-80s/early-90s, the alt.country movement represents a 
visceral, audible reaction to the commercialization that has altered the nature of country, 
counterfeited the rebellion in honky-tonk, and absorbed grunge, metal and hardcore to 
present them as approved cultural commodities.  The result is a sub-genre populated by 
defiant, earnest musicians whose music conjures up a familiar nostalgia, but also teems 
with a modern spirit.  Alt.country coalesces and reacts to a myriad of influences, so it’s 
hardly any wonder then that the phenomenon is, in many ways, best defined as a fierce 
ownership of liminality.  Just as honky-tonk and outlaw music before it sought liberation 
from hegemony, so is alt.country trying to escape from the pressures of established 
country music.  However, unlike such “failed” alternative movements, alt.country finds 
its emancipation in its imprecision.  Alt.country musicians are able to adapt the 
rabblerousing of country music mythology or claim the lost edginess of the more 
hardcore scenes, and all the while avoid the merchandisable caricature that ultimately 
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doomed their forbearers: the outlaws, the grunge rockers, the honky-tonkers, the Goths, 
etc.   
By design, the conventions are difficult to articulate and the standards greatly 
debated.  Yet, there persists a strange consistency to the canon, a pervasive communal 
aesthetic (maddeningly accurate in its ability to predict what Joe or Joann fanatic will like 
based solely on the trends of other parishioners) that reveals much patterning in the 
intention and trajectory of the movement.  The continual evolution of the term and the 
canon makes “alt.country” difficult to outright define as anything much more than a 
handy signifier.  The term at base encapsulates a whole host of artists who have, since 
that initial blast, started taking roots music and spinning it out in new ways.  Perhaps the 
easiest place to access this supposition is in the songwriting, which is infused with a 
certain postmodern aesthetic that's both self-consciously ironic and deeply nostalgic.  The 
characters in the songs are trapped somewhere between urban isolation and the rigors of 
agrarian society: the musicians, between new dynamic compositions and traditional 
arrangements thick with meaningful continuity.  It is a paradox with a heritage tracing 
back to old-time music and the rambling figures that found transformation and solace 
within the musical realms therein.   
Alt.country may be somehow beyond the old-time scene’s scope, but it is deeply 
reliant on it as an emotional paradigm and contemporary artists in both camps spend an 
incredible amount of ink writing themselves into those worlds.  Especially intriguing is 
the great wealth of female musicians who sing their way into a past that necessarily 
positions their women characters to exist with limited agency.  In deeply personal and 
significant ways, these female performers grapple with the politics embedded in the 
traditions they emulate and are simultaneously enmeshed in modern concerns and 
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ideologies.  Because of feminism’s focus on the personal as political and the third wave 
feminist decree that there are multiple ways to embrace womanhood, this subset of 
musicians (in both camps) provides a provocative perspective from which to unravel the 
political intentionality of these musics.  
An exceptional and enigmatic example of this in alt.country realm is found in the 
work of Gillian Welch.  Intermittently labeled as bluegrass, folk, and Americana by 
industry and audience alike, she and her musical accomplice David Rawlings craft songs 
that defy generic logic, incorporating intermittently classic and dissident tones 
underneath a close harmony or the stranded, ethereal pathos of Welch's lone vocal.  The 
sounds converge as a perfect acoustic metaphor for the lyrical milieu.  For while 
Rawlings' contribution, an astonishingly ornate texture layered on top Welch's simple 
chord structures, cannot be underestimated, it is indubitably the romantic yet emergent 
nature of Welch's lyrics that paralyzes.  Spinning songs typified by characters as 
rambling as they are religious, Welch's words fully realize an imagined aesthetic 
landscape that can only be described as some bricolage of a pre-Civil War Appalachia 
and a gothic, Depression-era American South.  The result is an aural panorama, though 
not without its own mystery.  Welch warns knowingly, "Darling remember, when you 
come to me / that I'm the pretender, / I'm not what I'm supposed to be" (Welch, Time). 
This lyrical fragment from the epic, "Time (The Revelator)," the title track off the duo's 
third release, is a fitting caution for listeners tempted to assume any constraints or apply 
any clichéd baggage onto their canon. 
Similarly, alt.country siren Neko Case rides this line between traditionalist and 
modernist.  In her music, she embeds gothic country references and balladic structure 
within her own cyclone of indie rock layering, honky-tonk histrionics, and country 
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crooning.  With a voice as big as a canyon, Case howls with country melancholy and 
brazen imagery at every turn of phrase.  Her upfront mischief with generic musical 
conventions and murderous emotional archetypes positions her, in a way, as the polar 
opposite in the alt.country spectrum from Gillian Welch.  Case’s music pulls on 
heartstrings, but her attitude is brash, ballsy, and punk as folk.  Her upfront stance 
situates her as the poster girl for alt.country’s exigency of spirit. Alt.country is at heart an 
alliance between country and punk, a pact founded on a shared bias for ephemeral, 
emotional breakthroughs into performance.  In addition to punk urgency, alt.country is 
also contingent on a certain indie rock sensibility, a distinctive exclusivity of message.  In 
this way, this new musical genus (fuzzy as it may be) must be linked to ideas about class 
and power and conscious social delineation.  Case, singing of class discrepancies 
(“Margaret vs. Pauline”) and playing a raucous orchestra of pianos she culled for free 
from the Internet (Middle Cyclone), is master and commander of that revolutionary 
cohesion.  
This dichotomy of traditionality and emergence is, however, not distinct to 
alt.country artists.  It also manifests in stricter old-time scenes.  An apt corollary to Welch 
and Case is the work of Uncle Earl, an all-girl string band that consistently crafts records 
that are deeply reverential and at the same time provocative and political.  Waterloo, TN, 
the group’s most recent release (from 2007), reveals a supreme dexterity of musical 
prowess and appreciation.  The record is littered with traditional tunes and modern 
compositions, old-time flavor and modern kick.  The songs range from a shape note 
spiritual (“Buonaparte”) to a field hymn (“Easy in the Early [‘Til Sundown]”) to a blues 
(“D&P Blues”) to a reimagined cover of the Seven Foot Dilly song “Streak o' Lean, 
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Streak o' Fat” that replaces Dilly’s dry humor for discordant Mandarin Chinese 
commentary. 
Given the great range of source material and inspiration, the real surprise here is 
how tight the record feels.  The g’Earls (as their fans refer to them) manage to present 
distinct styles while retaining their own overarching creative imprint.  It’s a format 
they’ve honed over each of their previous records—two EPs and two full lengths, She 
Went Upstairs and She Waits for Night.  Their skill and definitive character as a group is 
also the byproduct of their individual musical careers.  Two of the Uncle Earl g’earls in 
particular— Rayna Gellert and Abigail Washburn—exacerbate the possible spectrum of 
artful experimentation within this more stringent discipline of performance.   
Gellert is a fiddler of the old-ilk.  She spends her time competing in regional 
contests, acting as instructor at old-time gatherings, and touring across the world with 
various groups.  She is as much ambassador as performer.  Though not touting a deep 
catalogue, she has released work that reveals her spirited enthusiasm for this traditional 
music.  On Ways of the World, a solo produced record she credits to “Rayna Gellert and 
Friends,” she takes old tunes and puts her own spin on them.  The result is a refreshing 
reclamation of the excitement in melodies like "Ducks on the Millpond" and "Wagoner 
One-Step"— energizing, yet still rooted in the history of the form ("Ways of the World").  
Whereas Gellert’s work champions the traditional old-time musical community, 
Abigail Washburn’s musical journey is one bent on defining “Americana” as a universal 
language.  To accomplish this, Washburn infuses traditional American compositions with 
Chinese folk song structures, melodies, mythology, and language.  She is a traveling 
daughter of the south; ever the Appalachian songbird trekking through the musical 
landscape of the Far East and marrying the two forms with commanding certainty.  It 
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hardly seems coincidental how much the old tune “Banjo Pickin’ Girl” describes her 
journey.  Covering it on her 2008 release, Abigail Washburn and The Sparrow Quartet, 
she sings with amused conviction, “I'm goin' around this world, I'm a banjo-picking girl 
I'm goin' around this world, baby mine... I'm goin' to North Carolina, baby mine / I'm 
goin' to North Carolina, And from there on to China / I’m goin’ on to China, baby mine.” 
 
Each of these four incredible musicians employs traditionalized music standards while 
incorporating their own unique perspective.  The questions become how are these women 
constructing and negotiating their identities within the country/old-time genre? Why 
exactly are these modern women so engaged with these old tropes, traditional styles and 
specific narratives?  And moreover, what are they doing differently? Comparing their 
work unlocks what is happening in these two concurrent movements, engaging the tricky 
politic of performers like Gellert and Washburn—women just as enmeshed in modern 
concerns though perhaps not as self-consciously ironic and cynical as their alt.country 
contemporaries—and illustrating the decidedly postmodern and noir-ish aesthetic of 
performers such as Welch and Case— women just as trapped in old worlds as their 
revivalist counterparts though perhaps not as strict or neat.  
  
 
CHAPTER I 
REVIVAL 
 
A solitary guitar strums along and then a high lonesome voice joins in, "There's 
gotta be a song left to sing, / cause everybody can't of thought of everything. / One little 
note that ain't been used, / One little word ain't been abused a thousand times, / in a 
thousand rhymes.” Somehow both question and hope, the tune "One Little Song" from 
Soul Journey, Gillian Welch's fourth studio album, is a curiously perfect snapshot of the 
existential crisis of its artist, a bard caught somewhere between revival act and modern 
folk poet.  It's a transitional state Welch notes when she concedes that while she and 
David Rawlings— her guitarist, musical soul mate, and husband-apparent— used to refer 
to their style as "American Primitive," she now supposes, "we're more American 
modernists now. We're kind of feeling sophisticated these days" (qtd. in Reed 2).  Her 
presumption is easily witnessed, for “sophisticated” hardly describes their musical 
transition and growth.  The "two piece band called Gillian Welch," as she often terms the 
duo, have somehow managed to wholly embrace the genre trappings of a sound rumored 
dead, or at least old-fashioned, and reshape it as a subversive and utterly postmodern 
response to the traditionalist politic embedded in many of their genre forbearers’ songs 
(qtd in Harris).  
But this is—intellectually—quite a leap from the message communicated by the 
scrawny woman on the cover of her first album.  Rigidly leaning next to a paint-cracked 
cement wall just under a timeworn wooden window frame, her expression is ghostly— 
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mysterious and determined.  If it weren’t for her mod polka-dot dress, the black and 
white photo might be confused for a frame from Dorothea Lange’s Farm Security 
Administration images.  Somber as her glare may be, this image is definitively not a 
chance documentation of suffering.  Yes, she is gaunt and the scenery, worn.  However, 
she is Gillian Welch; the scenery, romanticized; the implication, nostalgic; the answer, 
the single word, title and referential: “REVIVAL,” emblazoned in simple typeface just 
there to her right. 
Revival.  The word conjures visions of sweaty preachers at old oak pulpits 
demanding the rejuvenation of faith.  Repurposing the word to speak of fiddle 
gatherings— an assembly arguably just as pious— the charge is much the same.  
Folklorist Alan Jabbour, writing of the folk music revival of the mid-20th century, 
explains it this way, “In both the music we embraced and the passion with which we 
embraced it, our movement was not unlike a religious revival, which consciously selects 
and intensifies certain cultural values while casting its present endeavors within the 
framework of traditions of the past” (Jabbour xiii).  Though referring to a specific time, 
Jabbour’s observation that artists evoke “the past and the ideal in order to intensify the 
values of the present” applies straightforwardly to subsequent movements (Jabbour xiii).  
It is a habitual process engaged by both old-time and alt.country artists through which 
they may authenticate contemporary culture and participate in the past.  
Mining history for worthy touchstones, acts like Welch, Case, Gellert and 
Washburn do this through their employ of old-time music conventions.  They 
simultaneously reference and participate in the struggle for authenticity through their use 
of iconographic references, song structures, and instrument choices that are drawn from 
this rich tradition.  Though this practice could seem restrictive, the nature old-time is 
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vastly flexible.  It includes a myriad of artists, styles, and time stamps from which artists 
may pull source material to recreate or manipulate to their liking.   
The vast flexibility of old-time is in part due to its fuzzy boundaries with other 
forms and sub forms of country and folk music. In broad terms, old-time is just that: old 
music, but this is hardly a definite standard.  This lack of precision, in a way, adds to the 
wealth of the tradition because outlying artists or songs can be grouped in depending on 
the listener/labeler.  However, this inarticulateness also exacerbates confusion about the 
term itself.  Bill C. Malone, in his landmark Country Music, USA, avoids engaging the 
“old-time” designation altogether.  Instead, he jumps ahead to discuss “hillbilly music,” a 
form that he specifies evolved from the “folksongs, ballads, dances, and instrumental 
pieces” in the folk South (1).  
As Archie Green noted in his 1965 article “Hillbilly Music: Source and Symbol,” 
the mountain nickname “hillbilly” was brought to the attention of the general public in 
the 1930’s by way of the radio (204).  It was, as one scholar put it, “largely derived from 
or aimed at white folk culture of the southern United States, beginning in 1923,” but has 
since been utilized as “a rubric covering a kaleidoscopic variety of sub forms”—old-time 
paramount among them (qtd. in Green 205).  Hillbilly music, then, is a necessarily 
commercial term, whereas old-time should be regarded as a mass of musical styles 
established prior to that pecuniary culture and acting consequently apart from to its 
strictures, motivations.  
This interpretation of old-time is echoed by Mike Seeger, a founding member of 
(the mid 20th century folk revival goading super group) The New Lost City Ramblers. In 
an article posted on his website, Seeger writes of the difficulty in defining old-time 
music.  It is a designation he says, that “means little to the general public, as it could 
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mean any kind of music that occurred before the time of our conversation” (Seeger).  
Ultimately, Seeger admits that if his frequent exchanges with the uninitiated have 
revealed anything it’s that most Americans have a disappointingly “narrow view” of 
music and that he is best served when he just takes the time to explain.  He does so, in 
this manner: 
Old-time music was the old-time name for real mountain-type folk music. Old-
time music is the main foundation for bluegrass music. It is the kind of music that 
Bill Monroe, Earl Scruggs, the Stanley Brothers and in fact most rural people 
prior to the mid nineteen twenties, were raised with. It is the old unaccompanied 
English ballads like Barbara Allen, new American songs like Wild Bill Jones, old 
fiddle tunes like Devil's Dream, and newer banjo tunes like Cumberland Gap. It's 
a rich and varied heritage of music - as rich as the roots music of any country. It 
was played throughout rural America but was extra strong and distinctive in the 
Southeast, especially in the mountains. It is sung and played on a variety of 
acoustic instruments including the guitar and mandolin which were newcomers to 
it in the early twentieth century. It used to be played by African Americans as 
well as Anglo, French & Scotch- Irish, etc Americans. It nearly died out in mid-
century but has found new life and is being played, mostly informally, by people 
all over the country (Seeger). 
 
To temper this sort of unwieldy and poetic definition, Seeger goes on to indicate, “rural-
style music of late 19th and early 20th century America and its closest descendants,” as 
his one definitional benchmark.  
Also defining old-time as a sort of umbrella genre is Sarah Bryan, editor in chief 
of The Old-Time Herald—a bimonthly publication that “celebrates the love of old-time 
music.”  Bryan, who is also a folklorist and old-time fiddler herself, offers the perspective 
of someone who is both participant-observer and gatekeeper of the modern old-time 
scene.  She explains the music this way: 
I think of old-time music as sort of like a core area with circles branching out that 
are […] sort of farther and farther afield geographically, but not necessarily less 
authentic the farther out you go. From the core, I think…well I mean 
obviously…conventionally the core would be Appalachia, upland south, and 
string band traditions of fiddle, banjo, guitar, dulcimer, autoharp, but then now 
you go farther out in the south and in the lowland and places outside Appalachia 
there are also old-time music traditions that are just as rich—Alabama and 
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Mississippi fiddling and up into the Ozarks there’s some really great old-time 
music then going out another ring and you get everywhere that southerners 
migrated to… (Personal interview). 
 
Bryan, who has only been actively playing old-time since the late-80s, provides a 
perspective distinct from Seeger’s.  Whereas Seeger was a core member of the original 
“Great Boom” of folk music interest, Bryan is parishioner of the fallout.  Thus, in her 
definition, she implies the consequences of the earlier movement and the effects of the 
subsequent massification of old-time music and knowledge via technology: 
You get past the folk revival then there are these pockets of old-time music that 
formed by people who are not from the south, not from Appalachia, but have 
played it so long and listened to it so closely and are so passionate about it, that 
it’s really their lives. And those people now are, you know, parents and 
grandparents of old-time musicians also, and Rayna [Gellert] is a case in point—
her Dad being a fiddler. So then you get these— sometimes their geographical, 
less so with the internet— but like there’s a big pocket of old-time music in 
upstate New York and also in Vermont, […] in Bloomington and Chicago, San 
Francisco, and a lot around Seattle and Portland these days, and that’s where 
there’s a really young scene of old-time music.  People in their like late teens to 
mid-twenties, some really good musicians out there…And then overseas too, I 
mean there’s old-time music in England— they have a big old-time festival— and 
in Spain and France (Personal interview). 
 
Bryan’s standards further devolve with her caveat that her description has thus far 
been based on just one notion of old-time.  She explains: 
That’s just thinking in terms of the sort of basic string band idea of old-time 
music, but a lot of people, including the Old-Time Herald, would say that “old-
time music,” that phrase, can be applied to other kinds of music besides string 
band—say, lots of traditional gospel you could call old-time—black and white.  
Some people bring in sort of hokum blues of the ‘20s and ‘30s and mix that up so 
much that it gets into old-time too. And you know, the borders are real fuzzy with 
bluegrass, and with blues.  People [might also] say upper Midwest Scandinavian 
fiddling is old-time music.  That’s something I kind of like about it, is that, like 
alt.country, it’s really hard to define (Personal interview). 
 
While Seeger ultimately took solace in rigidity toward a temporal designation, Bryan 
seems to find contentment in the lack thereof.  This distinction becomes more apparent in 
light of Bryan’s understanding of the reasons behind the perpetuity of old-time.  When 
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asked what the tie was given her multifaceted notion of what old-time is, she responded, 
“Tradition,” quickly followed by a stipulation, that it was “not necessarily generational 
tradition, like the basic folklorist sense of tradition” (Bryan). 
That “sense” as explored by Henry Glassie is that “tradition is a temporal concept, 
inherently tangled with the past, the future, with history” (Glassie 181).  It “can be static, 
and it can be fluid” (188).  It is, “the means for deriving the future from the past,” a 
“volitional, temporal action” (192).  Folklorists, Glassie claims, focus on life’s “moments 
of authenticity, when individual commitment brings social association” and thus the 
folkloric notion of tradition is a force where “history, tradition, and the human actor” 
meet (184, 193).  To put it another way, “tradition is not handed down from the past, as a 
thing or collection of things; it is symbolically reinvented in an ongoing present” 
(Handler and Linnekin 280).   
Bryan’s suggestion, then, is that old-time can both abide and aberrate from this 
concept of tradition.  She explores that, saying: 
I think nowadays, that the idea that an authentic old-time musician is somebody 
who grew up in, let’s say Mount Airy, whose Daddy and Granddaddy were all 
musicians and learned from their neighbors, I mean that’s great and that is very 
“authentic,” but I also think [it’s not the whole picture.  I think] that people like 
Rayna [Gellert] who learned it a generation or two from the folk revival are also 
authentic old-time musicians and you could even make the case that if you sort of 
sprung out of nowhere and just started listening really closely to old-time music 
and field recordings, in a way you’re picking it up similarly to how you would 
have if you grew up down the road from a fiddler (Personal interview). 
 
Her qualification it seems has less to with the content than the process of reinvention.   
Modern musicians, she proposes, participating in the old-time scene are doing so 
with a concern for continuity—just not necessarily of an intensively sequential nature.  
For them, it is the character of the music—the intricate fiddling or harmonic 
arrangement— and the lyrical content that should be treated as traditional, not physical or 
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chronological happenstance.  This interpretation of what is traditional in old-time (much 
like her general definition) is again heavily influenced by her contemporary perspective.   
Bryan explains: 
The generation before me still has a lot of people who physically came down from 
New York and knocked on Tommy Jarrell’s door. I mean, just imagine the culture 
shock. They must have felt really insecure walking into these little towns. I know 
my husband must have. He’s from Connecticut and he must have had serious 
culture shock.  But because the younger you are the more likely you are to have 
learned Old Time music in a festival scene and from [one of those Yankees that 
came down.]  We may just be more comfortable with that and more comfortable 
in our own skin as old-time musicians, just kind of not care about asserting 
authenticity (Personal interview). 
  
This modern conceit that authenticity belongs to all those who feel it most, is yet 
burgeoning and Bryan offers an example of its growing pains: 
A couple issues back in the Old-Time Herald there was a big ugly to-do. […] 
There was a CD put out by a couple of guys in western North Carolina— one of 
whom is from western North Carolina, the other is from California, but has lived 
like in the actual area for thirty years or so. (He really sort of likes to camouflage 
himself.) And they put out a CD and it was reviewed by a guy from New York 
who lives in California, but is a very accomplished and respected old-time 
musician. And his review was very complimentary, but it disagreed with the 
historical premise in their liner notes. And these guys started this—and these are 
all people in their fifties and sixties—these guys actually started a petition drive 
online for…(I don’t know what they wanted us to do, I mean like go back and 
burn every copy of the issue that the review had appeared in or something?)… 
somehow to sort of censure this guy for having the nerve to be—and there was a 
real, I don’t know it was just ugly—to somehow declare that this guy didn’t know 
what he was talking about and didn’t have the right to disagree with them because 
he’s from California (Personal interview). 
 
Here the two views are clearly represented.  The men “in their fifties and sixties,” Martin 
Fox and Jeff Winegar, who value locality and the reviewer, Jody Stecher, who is 
concerned with historical rigor.  In the letters section of the issue, Jeff Winegar further 
elucidates his position, writing: 
I was born and raised in the Appalachians. Now, that certainly does not make me 
an expert and I have never tried for such a lofty goal, but I am pretty sure I have 
better first-hand knowledge of the music from that region than a Brooklyn-born 
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California resident who made reference to ‘our Appalachian mountains,’ as if he 
were part of it, in his review (Winegar). 
 
He claims expertise via the contextual circumstance of his birth, life.  It is a strategy 
inverted by Bryan, who, in her editorial from the issue, undermines that assertion.  She 
writes, “I’m a native of the South, and (although, I did not learn from them) my family 
has included many traditional musicians over the generations. I do not believe that by 
virtue of this heritage, I can claim greater authority about old-time music than a fellow 
musician of different background” (Bryan, “Regarding Reviews”).  For Bryan and the 
reviewer, and ostensibly a budding generation of old-time musicians, the concern is not 
the number of personal associations, but the amount of passion.   
This plays out as a bias toward meticulous discipleship, or what Bryan calls, a 
certain “preservationist urge” (Bryan).  The importance is that the music’s formal 
properties be performed intact, not shredded, lest they be misconstrued or corrupted.  The 
Appalachian String Band Festival in Clifftop, West Virginia provides an apt case study.  
At Clifftop, as it is commonly referred, “more than 3000 musicians and string band music 
lovers from around the world” flood in to share in old-time traditions (Appalachian String 
Band Festival).  The five-day fest sports music contests, concerts, workshops, and overall 
a welcome arena for performers.  But it’s not necessarily a place for experimentation, as 
Bryan describes: 
at Clifftop, […] it’s almost like ghetto-izing different kinds of music. I mean, 
there’ll be this one corner of the camp ground where it’ll be based around one 
person’s or family’s camp sit, but that’s where they play Cajun music and then 
there’s one guy who always sets up in the same place who plays a lot of like early 
baroque and renaissance music, but on fiddle. So there is some blending like that, 
and some crossover but it stands out so much— like Clifftop being just like a 
snapshot of old-time music— it stands out so much, I think because it is an 
anomaly (Personal interview). 
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The exception of Clifftop thus becomes the rule.  While modern old-time traditionalists 
stand by the impulse to preserve, some also recognize the possibilities of collage.   
Tradition, for these musicians, is maintained through continuity of structure and 
any additional modern significance is implanted through clever use of juxtaposition, 
parody, or irony.  Their reinvention is through collision of perfected styles with fluid 
significance.  This volatility of meaning strikes the heart of the form’s power because it 
reaffirms its traditional, revival nature.  Taking it back to Glassie, he argues that the 
character of tradition, “is not stasis but continuity; its opposite is not change but 
oppression, the intrusion of power that thwarts the course of development” (Glassie 177).  
Old-time musicians at Clifftop and throughout the scene are thus decisively maintaining a 
tricky balancing act of protection and engagement.   
This strategy creates a codified canon of old-time sounds, forms, styles, and 
techniques that musicians may reference.  This creates the possibility of a methodological 
bifurcation between utilizing old-time philosophy and exploiting old-time iconography, 
which opens up a theoretical divide between old-time and alt.country musicality.  Thus, 
when Gillian Welch notes the change in how she and David Rawlings comprehend their 
art—from “primitive” to “modernist”— she implies a shift in her approach to old-time 
references, not a sudden lack of them.  Her creative process, like that of her 
contemporaries—Case, Gellert, and Washburn, does not treat the past and the emergent 
present as mutually exclusive entities. 
  
 
CHAPTER II 
RAISE A RUCKUS 
 
The breadth of old-time conventions from which artists may draw is extensive.  It 
includes instruments (fiddle, mandolin, guitar), song structures (the ballad, the blues), 
archetypal characters (the forlorn lover, the repentant sinner), and arrangements (melodic, 
harmonic).  Though the tactics artist choose may be different, the wellspring is the same 
solidified set of sounds built to recall that musical culture before “mass media would 
inexorably change the face of American music and the way people fit it into their 
lives”— in other words, that Seeger-approved span between late 19th and early 20th 
centuries (Wolfe, “Early Country” 18).  For this reason, artists tapping into these not only 
allude to these marked forms/styles, but also insinuate a timestamp onto their work.   
The desire of these contemporary musicians is not to remind potential audiences 
of the revival movement, but rather, to key into the nostalgically constructed past—one 
generally regarded as overlooked by contemporaneous culture.  It’s an idea Neil 
Rosenberg would deem naive.  He writes: 
For a century and a half, North Americans have been able not only to read about 
folk music, but also to learn folk songs and melodies from published collections.  
Folk music has been considered accessible, easy to learn; and learning and 
performance have been encouraged through ideological support (5) 
 
But however accessible it has actually been, and however incorrect the supplanted idea of 
the untainted folk reference may be, the strategy still works.  This effectiveness is in part 
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due to the corollary of revivalism, which ensures a general comprehension of the 
intended referential time period.   
Fascination with folk music in North America traces back at least as far the 
1830s, when “folk tunes, songs, and dance were transported from the rural plantation to 
the urban stage” (Rosenberg 4).  In subsequent generations, this attraction has dually 
parlayed into “preservation and promotion” of old music, which has been “touted as an 
antidote against the alienating and meaningless modern popular music of the [time]” 
(Rosenberg 5).  This sort of musical interest in the American past was paralleled by 
scholarly concern that eventually led to the establishment of American Studies programs 
and increasingly intimated a professionalized nature to folksong revivals (Rosenberg 7).   
For these reasons, the “folksinger” is normally understood as “a professional artist who 
trades broad commercial success for intellectual integrity,” or in other words, modern 
wealth for preservationist stability (10).  Thus because the history of folksong revivalism 
is one bent on canonizing a certain past (and a certain way of looking at the past), modern 
artists utilizing old-time conventions, are able to conjure a certain sense of place and time 
through use of imagery and technique, whether or not they align themselves with the old-
time scene at-large.   
The women in question—Welch, Case, Gellert and Washburn, all consciously 
desire to reference this period, yet each has a unique personal narrative that affects her 
motivation for citing such old-time techniques.  Each of these women—to varying 
degrees—were separated, choose to leave, or subtly rebelled from the South and the old-
time style for a time before connecting (or reconnecting, as the case may be) in a 
meaningful way with these musical roots.  Their level of distance is reflected in their 
work.  The manifestations are exclusive to the circumstances, but the evidence is 
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undeniable.  What is universal is the way they each at one time questioned their 
connection to this musical heritage, but have ended up entangled in its web, all engaging 
the past as a way to process the present.   
Of them all, Rayna Gellert is the musician who stayed symbolically closest to 
home.  Gellert grew up in a musical family.  Her father, Dan Gellert, is a noted old-time 
banjo player.  But despite this personal connection when she began playing violin at the 
age of ten, it was classical that was her concentration and continued focus throughout 
high school (Rayna Gellert, Fiddler).  Gellert had a burgeoning interest in old-time all 
along, but grew disillusioned with her violin study and stopped playing altogether after 
graduation (Rayna Gellert, Fiddler).  In fact, it wasn’t until she moved away from her 
famous old-time father and setup camp at Warren Wilson College in North Carolina that 
she immersed herself in the old-time scene (Rayna Gellert, Fiddler).  Learning songs off 
cassette tapes and chasing down local musicians at jams, Gellert developed her 
proficiency rapidly (Rayna Gellert, Fiddler).  Eventually, she established herself as a 
crack fiddler— touring, performing guest spots, teaching workshops, and recording 
extensively.    
Her solo musical repertoire reflects the conservatism of her venture.  She boasts a 
modest output of two records: Ways of the World, a “solo” project credited to “Rayna 
Gellert and Friends” and Starch and Iron, a record released with musician Susie 
Goehring.  Both records are heavy with traditional covers, fiddle-centric but buoyed by 
accompanied support.  The predominance of tunes is instrumentals.  Gellert’s true love is 
clearly the mathematics and rhythm of the music, not any sort of lyrical thrust.  However, 
the few lyrical numbers are skillful and charming.  In both cases, traditional songs sound 
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fresh and the few originals seem time-honored favorites.  She’s so competent a fiddler 
and so comfortable in this discipline that her output is deceivingly conventional.  
There’s a song on her band Uncle Earl’s latest record, 2007’s Waterloo, TN, that 
makes a relevant declaration:  “I was born in the country; he thinks I’m easy to rule / 
well, I was born in the country, but I ain’t nobody’s fool” (“D & P Blues”).  It might as 
well be an indictment to stop implying that Gellert and the band she contributes so much 
are “easy to rule” just because they play old-time country.  Gellert and her band are 
neither country born nor lazy adherents to the old standards.  She rationalizes: 
OK, none of us grew up in little mining towns playing this music, but that doesn't 
make what we do any less valid. When I get to sit down and play with traditional 
musicians from those communities, they love it that outsiders like me have 
learned to play their music. Our background is that of the 60s folk revival, which 
involved young people embracing regional music forms and saying 'Hey, this is 
legitimate art’ (Cartwright). 
 
Accordingly, the way they embrace the music and keep enthusiastic is through artistic 
manipulations.  “D & P Blues,” because it is based in part on the classic “James Alley 
Blues,” is a case in point.  Where Richard “Rabbit” Brown’s original bemoaned the 
tyranny of a woman, Uncle Earl’s (liberal) rewrite celebrates her cunning.  It is a blues 
song played with great revelry by a female four-piece touting string band instruments—
guitar, banjo, mandolin, and fiddle—and it is just a taste of this band’s musical 
proclivities for delightfully patchwork compositions.   
Grafting traditional songs onto conflicting arrangements and imposing slight 
amendments, the band is a steamroller of musicianship with the inclination to play risky 
with conventions.  This may be in part due to their somewhat revolving door of members.  
The band began in 2000, achieved its current lineup— KC Groves, Kristin Andreassen, 
Gellert and Washburn— in 2004, and has added and lost bassists a few times ("Uncle 
Earl," Faraway Hills).  Shifting lineup be damned, over two EPS (2004’s Raise a Ruckus 
 22
and 2005’s Going to the Western Slope) and three outright albums (2000’s She Went 
Upstairs, 2005’s She Waits for Night, and 2007’s Waterloo, TN), they have maintained 
the band identity while gradually escalating their swagger.  They epitomize that afore-
theorized sect of old-time musicians evolving their approach to experiment by means of a 
collision montage of musicality and song content to achieve the most interesting or 
meaningful result.  They even went so far as to recruit Led Zeppelin vet John Paul Jones 
to produce Waterloo.  But even with all this mischief, Gellert is not confused about what 
kind of music they play.  She explains in no uncertain terms: 
We play the old-time style that bluegrass grew out of.  For us old-time geeks, 
bluegrass is too modern— too many solos, too formal.  Old-time string bands 
have more freedom, are less arranged ... It's ensemble music, music for square 
dancing and clogging.  I love to play for dancers (Cartwright). 
 
Listeners would be forgiven for balking at that explanation though, because the one true 
dance tune on Waterloo sends wildly mixed signals.   
“Streak o' Lean, Streak o' Fat” is a cover of a song originally performed by Seven 
Foot Dilly and his Dill Pickles—one of the premier string bands of the 1920s (Wolfe 
“The Legend…”).  Dilly, John Dilleshaw, was an imposing 6’7” north Georgia guitar 
picker who, after shooting a hole in his foot as a teen, learned to play from an African 
American neighbor (Wolfe “The Legend…”).  Patterning his music after the fashion of 
the time (namely, popular string band the Skillet-Lickers), Dilleshaw sought to inject 
humor into his music through skits (Wolfe “The Legend…”).  In this manner, “Streak o’ 
Lean, Streak o’ Fat” is both driving fiddle tune and burlesque.  Backed by the energetic 
music, Dilleshaw offers up a droll running commentary: 
Yee-hoo! / Listen. / I hear music / why that’s that old tune / Streak o’ lean, streak 
o’ fat! / Oh I think it’s really a night for that / Listen to that man play that 
Tennessee chicken / watch him tap both feet at the same time / Oh he likes his 
Cincinnati chicken /  Go crazy / He’s gonna live long now / Reminds me of when 
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I used to carry that Johnson gal around to those dances / [such?] fiddlin’ / never 
heard nothing like it before / Boys I take a streak o’ lean and a streak o’ fat on that   
 
Uncle Earl’s version mirrors the original in arrangement, but cranks up the 
eccentricity by trading Dilleshaw’s deadpan observations for Abigail Washburn’s 
emphatic Mandarin Chinese remarks.  She shouts:  
Hongshao rou (Braised fatty meat)   
You ren xihuan, you ren shuo “No!” (Some people like it; some say “No!”) 
Wo, wo ri’ai hongshao re'ai (I love me some braised fatty beef) 
Ye bie wang le he xiao jiu (And don’t forget to drink a little liquor) 
Yi bei, yi bei he zui lou (Cup by cup we all get drunk) 
Oh, tiaowu tiao dao da tian liang (Dance till the break of day) 
Ta tiao de xiang ge feng poniang (She dances like a crazy mother in law) 
Ta zhen niu (She’s freakin' crazy) 
Ta qinkaui de yaoming you (She plays that thing like she’s starting a revolution) 
Kuai lai yi wan hongshao rou (Bring on the braised fatty pork) 
Dan bie wang le he xiao jiu (And don’t forget the liquor) 
Yi bei, yi bei he zui lou (Cup by cup we all get drunk) 
Xiang zheyang zenme huoxia qu (Living like this, how can we go on?) 
Jinzhao he jiu jinzhao zui (Today we drink, today we're wasted) 
Hongsho rou wan sui (Long live braised fatty meat!) 
 
It’s a wild ride that leaves the listener in a bemused trance.  If that weren’t enough to 
illustrate the band’s wayward creativity, the music video for the song solidifies it.   It is 
equally dynamic and arguably wackier.  A horrendously dubbed Kung Fu film plays on a 
small TV in strange Chinese restaurant.  A waiter roller-skates over to deliver food to the 
Uncle Earl g’Earls.  Suddenly, a troupe of cloggers burst through the doors of the 
restaurant spaghetti-Western style and lay out a challenge to the patrons (in atrociously 
dubbed English).  There is a flurry of quick cuts.  The women pull out their instruments 
and launch into the song while all the people in the restaurant hop up and begin 
something akin to a Kung Fu clogging gang dance-off.  After a while, the g’Earls take 
over and, through dance, end the feud that has taken over the restaurant.   
The band saves the day, but it’s painfully obvious that it’s Abigail Washburn who 
runs the show on this one.  “Streak o’ Lean, Streak o’ Fat” only hints at her wit, though.  
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It’s not her humor that so translates into her work outside Earl, but rather, her incredible 
knack for integrating clawhammer banjo licks and Chinese musical traditions.  In her solo 
output as well as her work with the amazing Sparrow Quartet (featuring banjoist Béla 
Fleck, violinist Casey Driessen, and cellist Ben Sollee), she interlocks foreign folk 
melodies and classic old-time tropes with a result that is more dialogue than 
amalgamation.  It’s a strategy outside of her Earl sidekick’s approach.  Whereas Gellert 
cultivates experimentation within a conservative old-time capacity, Washburn ferociously 
interweaves American and Chinese roots music, defiant of scope.  
It’s a concept metaphorically paralleled by her personal journey.  Washburn, who 
spent most of her young life bouncing around the country (from Evanston, Illinois, to a 
Washington DC suburb, to Minnesota, to Colorado), first went to China to learn 
Mandarin (Holland).  She recounts:  
The first time I went to China was to study the language. It was a profound 
experience. I was 18 and the experience of going to a country with such a 
different culture and seemingly such a different psychology was very difficult for 
me. I had a lot of trouble working out how to connect with Chinese people, and I 
went away feeling slightly inept and frustrated. 
 
I actually thought I might not go back. I thought about it good and hard, but I did 
go back, and my next time in China I was lucky enough to run into a couple of 
really incredible Chinese people who mentored me and taught me and brought me 
into their world so that I could see it better and become a part of it (Holland). 
 
This growing comfort also led to an increased awareness of her desire to express 
something meaningful.  She was learning the language, but felt “something was missing,” 
ultimately she realized that she “really wanted to have something to say” (Holland, 
emphasis in qt).   
Simultaneously, the trip abroad was stirring up an internal yearning for home:  
It was actually spending all this time living in China and feeling awkward in a 
different country that led me to look back to my own roots and discover what it 
 25
was about my country that made me feel like I belonged. And that’s when I found 
the banjo (“The Banjo in Beiking”).  
 
The find was not lost on Washburn, who quickly realized the possibility of musical 
catharsis.  Fusing her dual dilemmas allowed her both to contribute to a foreign culture 
and remain authentic to her own.  The result—like the track “Backstep Cindy/Purple 
Bamboo” which folds an old-time favorite Washburn picked up from mentor Riley 
Baugus into a Chinese traditional passed down from George Gao— is dazzling (Abigail 
Washburn).   
No matter its stunning synchronicity, the experimental influence doesn’t wholly 
distract from her music’s roots imprint.  It’s still old-time, if just a bit more complicated 
definition of that.  On her first record, 2005’s Song of the Traveling Daughter, Washburn 
includes her traditional rework “Backstep Cindy/Purple Bamboo” and the traditional 
“Who's Gonna Shoe Your Pretty Little Feet,” with originals thick with influence—
notably the balladic a cappella “Single Drop of Honey” and the bluesy “Coffee’s Cold.” 
The latest Sparrow Quartet release (self-titled) provides a generous illustration of her 
evolving notion of universal roots music.  The record includes two folk songs from 
China’s Sichuan Province: “Taiyang Chulai” and (a mash-up with a Béla Fleck original) 
“Kangding Qingge/Old Timey Dance Party” (LaBate “Catching Up”).  The band also 
adapts from the public domain: the American gospel/blues “Strange Things (Are 
Happening Everyday),” the energetic (and apropos) “Banjo Pickin’ Girl,” and the 
Chinese lullaby “A Kazakh Melody.”   
Further, the album is stacked with originals that hinge on the alternative folk 
universes from which Washburn and co sprung.  The most striking instance is “Captain” 
a slugging parable of imprisonment and rebellion on the high seas. “If you wanna please 
your captain / Sink'em low boys, raise'em high,” she goads and it’s a compelling 
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suggestion because of the songs’ reminiscence to prison camp work chants.  The 
associate elevates the song, because it implies the embedded impetus of the original 
traditional material.  It’s a notion applicable to all of her music, because her sound 
“challenges traditional notions of culture and countries,” it does not supersede them 
(Abigail Washburn). 
Dissolving boundaries further are alt.country artists Welch and Case.  Like 
Washburn, they play fast and loose with limits ascribed conventions.  They, however, 
take insubordination a step further.  Corrupting and layering old-time influences, these 
alt.country mainstays make it confusing for listeners to decide whether their art is really 
pastiche, nostalgia, or something more meta and postmodern.  Whatever their scheme, 
these women rely on old-time to ameliorate and expand their musical vision.  
For Gillian Welch, the application is also about continuity and a certain realist 
universality.  When questioned about whether the themes of such songs are still relevant, 
Welch rationalizes, "we're still the same people, and all the same shit still happens: the 
dying, the sickness, the morphine addiction, the shooting, everything. I don't have to look 
very hard at all" (Harris).  Whether or not she's searching out the thematics, she's 
definitely applying that old-world imagery to her lyrics-- clearly, convincingly defining 
herself with folk mythology, cementing her sound, lyric, and even look in country 
mystique.  It's a triumph, no better exemplified in that she's actually from California, took 
courses in country music during her tenure at Berklee School of Music, only moved to 
Nashville in 1992, and sings/writes a marked number of her songs from the perspective 
of archetypal characters from the old-time genre.  Her country inflections are truth to 
someone, just not necessarily her. 
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Her truth, as laid bare in the song “No One Knows My Name” is the stuff of 
legend.  Her biological mother, “just a girl of 17,” was a college freshmen at Columbia 
and her father was just musician passing through in 1967 (Harris).  Welch was born and 
adopted on the same day by a music/comedy duo Ken and Mitzie Welch, who moved the 
family to California by the time she was three to work on “The Carol Burnett Show” 
(Wilkinson 81).  Welch grew up being aware she was adopted, but never knowing 
anymore than that.  The mystery of her paternity offered excitement as a child because 
she could imagine any musician that was liable to be in New York in 1967 as her father; 
that she is a performer, offers a compelling story for the world to latch on to (Harris).  
However, it’s not necessarily a creatively helpful situation because it distracts from the 
realism she hopes for songs’ characters.   
So though her talent for the music may defy argument, her association with it 
warily brings up the cumbersome, problematic notion of authenticity. As Welch gripes: 
I wish no one knew anything about me; that no-one knew where I was from, 
because none of it matters. [...] You know, you find [The Old Man and the Sea] 
sitting there on a shelf and you read it, and you like it, and then you find out the 
guy who wrote it wasn't really Cuban or a fisherman, and then it's shit? I mean, 
what are you talking about? (Harris) 
 
Welch's complaint is as much with the general, philosophical concept of artistic in-
authenticity, as it is with her detractors.  Reasonably, and from her perspective, the merits 
of The Old Man and the Sea are tied to Hemmingway's creativity and artistic investment, 
not his ethnicity or any other factor effectively beyond his control.  Welch, who was 
adopted by musical parents, explains further, saying, "At every juncture in my life when 
I've bumped into this kind of music, a little bomb has gone off in my head: like 'This is 
the right stuff'" (Harris).  It’s a nice encapsulation of her performative intent.  It's 
apparent that her individual bond to a genre narrative, not her desire to perform her own 
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experiential narrative, defines her artistic identity.  It's an unqualified creativity that 
allows for Miss Welch to suspend herself in the remote, sepia-toned past. 
In this regard, Welch is, as Sarah Bryan would have it, a triumph of that new 
attitude toward old-time, the one that allots authenticity to those with the most passion.  
Any connoted license didn’t dissuade a concern for realism, blatant especially in 
Revival’s initial musical venture—from the implementation of the rustic cover image to 
the choice of T. Bone Burnett (famously a stickler for stripped down sound) as producer 
to the song topics and instrumental styles.  Her continued use of old-time iconography in 
light of her growth as an artist—from Revival to Soul Journey, primitive to modernist— 
indicates the weight she assigns these allusions.   
Revival and Soul Journey, the albums that bookend her career (so far) both 
prominently feature such allusions.   Spinning tales of wars fought, loves lost, religion 
found and redemption promised, Welch writes her way into the crystallized past.  On 
Revival, her very first record, she succeeds in personally encompassing the thematic 
tropes of old-time country music.  As one journalist summarized Revival's affecting 
mimesis, “[the] music drew on country's pre-war roots in the Appalachian mountains, 
while its lyrics took in— among other elements— rural poverty, illicit brewing, and the 
most god-fearing kind of Christianity” (Harris).  Relying on the temporal markers of the 
country/folk genre, the songs suspend the listener in some sort of sepia-toned old-time.  
Though it’s tempting to assume that historic accuracy of the work implies an allegiance 
to the socio-political culture of those temporalities, Welch proves otherwise.  Revival, 
with songs like “Barroom Girls” (an ode to lonesome life of a party girl) and “Tear My 
Stillhouse Down” (the testimony of a moonshiner), only suggests the possible moral 
manipulations she achieves in subsequent albums.  
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If Revival, like its cover art, is a deliberate, nostalgic construct, then Soul Journey, 
on the other end, is an immersion.  Incorporating a more folk-rock sound and even an 
electric or percussive instrument or two, Welch achieves a more modern musical sound.  
Even so, she still makes impacting lyrical references to that old depression era, gothic 
south so ingrained in her aesthetic.  The record name checks lowlands, whiskey, 
Nashville blues, rail cars, and the sort of sweet religious conversion that promises a 
reunion in heaven with her mother and father, "now in bright glory [...] sleeping on the 
savior's breast" (“I Had a Real Good Mother and Father”).  Ever the subtle critique, the 
record does not acquiesce to conservative notions of what those allusions imply. Her 
characters are still implanted in that old-time world; their concerns just supersede its 
characteristic boundaries and thus so does Welch’s musical approach.  Soul Journey, 
then, is not as much a straight out departure of form, as it is a change in the texture of the 
conversation.   
Neko Case, for her part, takes that texture change to a whole new level.  Whereas 
Welch cloaks her experimentation with primitivism, Case swaggers through multiple 
levels of songwriting and musical confrontation.  It’s a pattern again informed by her 
personal narrative.  Born in Alexandria, Virginia, Case spent much of her youth moving 
around.  She ended up landing for the most substantial amount of time in Tacoma, 
Washington, a town she immortalizes in “Thrice All American,” a song off her 2000 
release Furnace Room Lullabies (Menaker).  Case sings knowingly,  “I wanna tell you 
about my hometown / It’s a dusty old jewel in the South Puget Sound / Where the 
factories churn and the timber’s all cut down / and life goes by slow in Tacoma.”  Just 
over three minutes long, the song is undoubtedly a tribute, but it’s also a curious 
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lamentation.  The song is equal parts celebration and recognition of the buildings all 
“empty like ghettos of ghost towns,” the failed hope of Tacoma (Furnace Room).  
Furnace Room Lullabies, stacked with a bevy of tunes that either directly or 
indirectly meditate on ideas about home, is interestingly the product of several years 
fleeing from it.  The malaise chronicled in “Thrice All American”— with its nods to her 
early life’s extreme poverty and parental discord— is perhaps what motivated her to 
leave home at 15, only to turn up a few years later playing drums in punk bands around 
the Northwest (Menaker; Huey).  Case ran even further away in 1994 when she entered 
art school in Vancouver, Canada (Huey).  There, she established herself in the music 
scene by joining the punk group Maow, playing with roots rockers The Weasles and 
eventually forming her own backing band, the Boyfriends (Huey).  In 1997 she (with the 
Boyfriends) released her first record, The Virginian (a titled allusion to one of the first 
Western novels ever written) (Proehl).  Subsequently Case became tight with Vancouver 
indie super group The New Pornographers, however, much of that was cut short because 
in 1998 her visa expired and she returned to Washington where she recorded Furnace 
Room Lullabies (Huey).  
Case’s life and music after her homecoming shifted again.  Her return to 
Washington was short-lived; she soon traded it for Chicago and then later for Vermont 
(Huey).  The honky-tonk revelry she played with on The Virginian (and a concurrent 
collaborative project with fellow Canadian alt.country artist Carolyn Mark called The 
Corn Sisters, recorded in ’98 but not released until ’00) gave way to wholly unique sound 
born of old-time structure, country yearning, indie rollicking, and the punk devil-may-
care to mash the whole mess together.  Significant throughout her shifting musical 
proclivities is that Case maintained an identity, a certain emotional thrust centered in her 
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melancholic, amused, cynical perspective on society’s virtue.  This translates into an 
aesthetic (in her music and the accompanying art) wit reminiscent of William Eggleston’s 
photographs.  Eggleston, who NPR dubbed a “Democratic Hellraiser,” took the color 
photography his colleagues like Walker Evans considered “vulgar” and used it to 
photograph whatever happened in front of his lens (O’Neill).  Case, in her output, strikes 
at something musically that is as grotesque and mundane as his photography.   
Furthermore, Case employs that humor and piercing attention to detail to 
undermine hegemonic notions of decency.  Whereas Welch subtly hints at such disgust 
with that folk imposed concrete moral universe of old-time, Case lambastes it.  For this 
reason, her music is perhaps best characterized as country noir.  Noir, established initially 
as a cinematic phenomenon of the 1940’s and 50’s, is described as a tone commiseration 
because it thematically and visually expounded on the battle for identity, security, and 
stability, the grim struggle for order in postwar America.  The noir perspective is that 
action—constructive or criminal—allows characters to decide their own sense of justice, 
in a world that the films and songs suggest, would otherwise not allow them the luxury 
(Porfirio 87).  Case’s music, oft times violent and eerie, at others plaintive and romantic, 
and always searing in its meticulous narrative structure, borrows heavily from this 
perspective.   
An apparent affect of Eggleston’s imprint, noir’s shadow, and old-time’s 
influence is Case’s reclamation of the murder ballad.  The characteristics of a ballad are 
that it tells a story, in simple melody, as a folk story-song (meaning that “it has the 
unmistakable qualities of treatment, of style, and of subject matter that come only from 
folk culture”) and that the telling is noted for its impersonality and concern with a single 
event instead of an episodic storyline (Leach 1).  Furthermore, the ballad is mainly 
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concerned with action, and the folk evolution of a ballad results in deletion of non-
dramatic elements to get at the core tension (Leach 3).  “Star Witness” a song from her 
2006 record Fox Confessor Brings the Flood is a prime example of Case’s abstract 
translation of this balladic tradition.  The song is based on a shooting Case witnessed in 
Chicago (Dombal).  This cathartic adaptation also follows in line with the ballad 
tradition, as many songs before it— notably, “Tom Dooley”— were based on real life 
events.    
The contrast between “Star Witness” and “Tom Dooley” is striking. “Dooley” is 
an Appalachian ballad that commemorates the murder of a Laura Foster, at the hands of 
Tom Dula, a Civil War veteran, and his lover Ann Melton, in 1866 (Cantwell 2).  The 
murder and following trial were widely publicized and the resulting song found audience 
in Tennessee and North Carolina before being recorded as early as 1938 (Cantwell 3).  
Various versions garnered attention through the years, but Doc Watson’s take is perhaps 
the most instructive with its lively tempo, grisly details, and bare immorality:  
You left her by the roadside 
Where you begged to be excused; 
Left her by the roadside 
Then you hid her clothes and shoes . . . 
 
You dug the grave four feet long 
And you dug it three feet deep; 
You rolled cold clay over her 
And you tromped it with your feet (qtd in Cantwell 9) 
 
Doc Watson’s version, actually a Watson family relic, shares its bias for severity 
with Case’s “Star Witness,” but little else (Cantwell 9).  Case explains the process of 
writing the song, this way: 
It was one of those things where there's gang violence and somebody gets shot 
right in front of you, and you live it and it's horrible. And, of course, it doesn't 
make the news because the kid is black. Nobody gives a shit except for his family, 
and you see how much nobody gives a shit and it's fucking heartbreaking. He 
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wasn't even the kid they were looking to shoot. He was just some kid who they 
mistook for somebody else and they shot him. I saw it happen. I didn't make the 
song about me either. The song is pieces of different people but the event is in 
there (Dombal). 
 
“Star Witness,” then, is as puzzling as it is commemorative. The multiplicity of narrators 
obscures the action and perplexes the morality. The resulting lyrics are dreamy and 
difficult to sort out: 
My true love drowned in a dirty old pan  
Of oil that did run from the block  
Of a Falcon Sedan 1969  
The paper said ’75  
There were no survivors  
None found alive  
 
Trees break the sidewalk  
And the sidewalk skins my knees  
There’s glass in my thermos 
And blood on my jeans  
Nickels and dimes of the Fourth of July  
Roll off in a crooked line  
To the chain-link lots where the red tails dive  
Oh how I forgot, what it’s like  
 
Hey when she sings, when she sings when she moves like she runs  
Moves like she runs  
Hey when she moves, when she moves when she moves like she runs 
Moves like she runs  
 
“Hey pretty baby get high with me, 
We can go to my sister’s if we say we’ll watch the baby” 
The look on your face yanks my neck on the chain 
And I would do anything 
To see you again  
 
Go on, Go on scream and cry 
You’re miles from where anyone will find you 
This is nothing new, no television crew 
They don’t even put on the sirens 
My nightgown sweeps the pavement, please 
Don’t let him die  
 
Oh how I forgot… 
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Traditional ballads don’t make the listener work so hard, but they also don’t make 
the listener think.  The ballad is the stuff of folk who are “not concerned with why” only 
“drama” and “reaction,” but Case is concerned with both (Leach 3-4). Case’s version is 
thus a kind of inversion of form.  Whereas the classic ballad has general characters and 
images balancing exacting plot and irrelevant ethics, Case has precise depictions and 
ambiguous plot with agonizing uncertainty of ethic.  Case’s murder ballad then is both a 
classic adaptation of the action surrounding a death and a straight up slaying of old 
conventions (or at least conventional ways of thought).  Her confrontational attitude is a 
provocation of old-time, not a disavowal of its powerful paradigm.   
This is a paradox, but a consistent one.  There is perseverance yet modification of 
staid ideas.  This process is most basically defined by scholar Raymond Williams, who in 
The Country and the City points out, “persistence depends on the forms and images and 
ideas being changed, though often subtly, internally and at times unconsciously” and that 
“persistence indicates some permanent or effectively permanent need, to which the 
changing interpretations speak” (287).  There is thus a basic need and an evolving 
progression.  These are not mutually exclusive; on the contrary it is the striking 
coexistence of the “persistence and historicity of concepts” that augments the ultimate 
creation (Williams 289).  For these four very disparate musicians, this dichotomic 
perception presents in the way they approach old time conventions and the degree to 
which they boldly diverge from the pattern.  For them, old-time is an absurdly wealthy 
arsenal of musical ideas, which they make relevant through experimentation informed by 
personal impetus.   
Also, consistent is that these ideas, these sounds represent something old, or at the 
very least something anti-modern.  The songs, de facto of the temporal markers that 
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determine their topics and styles, summon images of country life (or maybe just insinuate 
the philosophical perspective of that lifestyle).  In the strictest application, old-time 
conventions imply a society un-abused by industry and commercialism or at least battling 
the influence.  They evoke a yearning for the basics of life, instead of an entrepreneurial 
ambition to have the easy life.  It’s an age-old conflict between idealized, idyllic past and 
debased, numb modernity, the symbolic notions of country and city. 
The country and the city, as explored by Williams in his book of the same name, 
are revealed to be convenient terms, but complex symbols.  There are ranging 
associations: the country as a realm “pastoral innocence” or “rural idiocy,” the city as a 
“civilising agency” or “place of corruption” (Williams 290). The city has been invoked 
“when [people] meant capitalism or bureaucracy or centralised power”; the country “has 
at times meant everything from independence to deprivation” (Williams 291).  
Confusingly, of late, the two have both ascribed ideas about representing “settled way of 
life disturbed by unwanted and external change” (Williams 291). The important idea here 
is that the ephemeral meanings of these symbols and the degree of conflict between the 
two are a major way to access crisis in society (Williams 289).  For instance, periods of 
“exceptional change in the rural economy” have parlayed into evocations of “a happier 
past” in country (Williams 293).  Whereas, “the competitive indifference or the sense of 
isolation” of the cityscape has created the opening for “a profound relation to the kinds of 
social competition and alienation which just such a system promotes” (Williams 295).  
The city and the country are thus political images/ideals of social and physical 
organization connoted based on the immediate historical need (Williams 289-291).   
  The invocations of old-time sounds and the subversion of them by these four 
musicians imply just such a conflict between the country’s musical genesis and the city’s 
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industrial influence.  Raymond Williams’ ideas about these two powerful images are 
useful then not only as a way to discuss the symbolic invocation of the country in the 
lyrics of songs, but also as a way to think about the songs themselves.  These women are 
participating in a dialogue about society’s structure and values. The music they reference 
is of that period loosely designated as the emergence of the old-time style, “late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century” (Williams 291). Also, an age noted by Williams 
to be one of those times of “rural complaint” where “a happier past [was] explicitly 
invoked” (291).   
In Gillian Welch’s repertoire, that invocation is evident in songs like “One More 
Dollar”:  
A long time ago  
I left my home 
For a job in the fruit trees  
But I missed those hills with the windy pines  
For their song seemed to suit me  
So I sent my wages to my home  
Said we'd soon be together  
For the next good crop would pay my way  
And I would come home forever 
 
This tune is about a down on his luck fruit picker who wishes to return home, but is 
caught in the trap of abused labor.  He can only ever make enough to survive, not to 
return to his idealized homeland.  This example points out that the invocation of an 
idyllic past/country may also present as depression.  Songs about melancholy infer that 
there is happiness somewhere, just not immediately accessible.  Abigail Washburn 
illustrates the point with “Coffee’s Cold” a blues tune about hard times. She sings: 
Some folks say the times are hard  
I just say oh my lord  
Coffee's cold and I been sold for half a dollar bill  
 
Every seed that I do sow 
Harvest time nothin's grown 
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Coffee's cold and I been sold for half a dollar bill 
 
Again implicit in her song is an unworkable present and an unreachable aspiration.    
The spectrum of sentiments ranges from happily nostalgic to despondently so, but 
the instrumentation disavows restraints.  The feelings may be low, but the beat doesn’t 
have to be.  Gellert can play a standard fiddle waltz or Case can rough a ballad up with 
sonic rebellion, and either way due to their common reference point, they’re still 
participating in the same conversation.  The discourse is not about weighty emotion; it’s 
about change in society—what Williams defines as “the capitalist mode of production” 
(293).  Calling it, “the most effective and powerful agency for all these kinds of physical 
and social transformation,” Williams points out that the capitalist mode’s specific 
character is the idea of minority ownership (293).  The land, the means are held in the 
hands of a few which contributes to feelings of “competitive indifference or the sense of 
isolation” in cities, which are in this way acting more as programmed, impersonal 
systems (Williams 294-295).  
Williams aligns these thematic shifts with specific times of great cultural/societal 
transformation due to industrial revolution.  Apropos of these circumstances, the time of 
industrial innovation in American happens to coincide with the invention of the recording 
industry and its trajectory from controlling the urban landscape to systemizing the rural 
market is reflected in the recording industry’s gradual excavation of rural cultures 
(Malone, Country 1-3 & 33).  The heightened capitalist drive that grew out of this 
physically altered the landscape; more pertinently for this discussion, the invention of the 
media contaminated culture with profitability.  The music industry—going back to those 
race and hillbilly records of the 1920s— is a product of that push, but in its own way so is 
country music. Back long before the “capitalist mode” corrupted with commercialism, 
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the South, due to economic, religious, and political issues, was “socially ingrown” and 
stayed committed to the preservation of traditional cultural values (Malone, Country 3).  
Southerners crafted a bevy of distinctly American songs, which they maintained merely 
“as a part of an inheritance that was familiar and comfortable” and forgot the songs 
“when they no longer had meaning or when alternative entertainment forms became 
available” (Malone, Country 14).   
Capitalism’s driving force insured there would be new media, but— as is evident 
from the continued relevance of these old-time references— the meaning has been 
sustained.  Clearly, however, there is a range of interpretations of that meaning and 
various implications to the references. These reveal that there is for both old-time and 
alt.country a distinctive strategy and intentionality.  For the original musicians, the 
compositions were written in mind of rural unrest in the face of ominous commercialism 
(choose your own Woody Guthrie reference) or with thought to scandalous tales that 
might impart ethics (“Tom Dooley”) or in celebration of the thrust of a group jam 
(“Backstep Cindy” or any number of old-time tunes).  These few examples deficiently 
suggest the range of songs/themes out there, but they do intimate a shared logic: that 
music can act as antidote to and, hence, weapon against the systemization of culture.  
Thus, the continued invocation of these sounds, styles, songs must still be addressing that 
old battle between country and city, community and impersonal system.  Alt.country is 
just the latest form to join the fight. 
  
 
CHAPTER III 
MIDDLE CYCLONE 
 
There’s something visceral about the first time you hear Neko Case’s voice.  It’s a 
jackhammer, a comfort, something evil or holy.  It all depends on the song.  There’s a 
lazy strumming; someone shuffles on a snare, and then her voice winds in and under your 
skin. “I didn’t make it to your funeral / I didn’t want ritual nor resign,” Case sings.  
Suddenly, you’re there with her on some long drive down South Tacoma Way, “and the 
world turns in slow motion,” melancholic, “with memories for matinees” and there’s no 
way to fix it.  Or she’s some holy terror howling about “Deep Red Bells” and hexing 
those who would listen.  Or her voice will be soaked all the whiskey and sadness of the 
dankest honky-tonk and the guitars will shred in around her with drums crashing and 
guitars blasting.  Or she’s in full indie rollicking shamble insisting that her love is a 
tornado, “smashing every transformer with every trailer” and it sounds for all the world 
like an unrepentant love song even if it means that she’s reckless and dangerous and 
impatient.  The songs between and beyond defy intervention; no description will 
sufficiently elucidate the loneliness of “I Wish I Was the Moon” or the twisting country-
infused certainty of “Whip the Blankets.”  It’s an utterly dizzying collection of tunes, 
recorded by an artist that, perhaps more than any other, typifies alt.country— that 
unwieldy genre (style? movement?) that somehow expresses a more profound yearning 
than in traditional country and exists somewhere beyond honky-tonk’s reach, punk’s rage 
or indie rock’s boundaries.  
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Case’s music, like much in the alt.country movement at large, is as much about 
evading definition as it is about creating something concrete.  She, and artists like her, are 
involved in a sincere effort to embrace liminality, by way of mix-matching sounds and 
styles and philosophies from other more concrete scenes—old-time being arguably the 
prime source.  For this reason, there’s an impulse when talking about alt.country to pull 
out the musical dictionary and just spout off every genre, subgenre or musical movement 
vaguely relevant to describe it.  The result is a clumsy barrage of meaningless signifiers 
that leaves you with a messy understanding at best. Frustrating as it may be, that seems to 
be the prevailing, culturally accepted definition, or rather lack of one.  Even No 
Depression, a quarterly magazine dedicated to covering alt-leaning bands, only goes so 
far as to say it covers “alt country (or whatever that is).”  For all the obsessing over Uncle 
Tupelo’s implosion or Ryan Adams’ questionable behavior, and for all the cataloguing of 
the cannon by fans essentially just drawing lines in the sand between what is and what 
isn’t acceptable, you’d think there’d be a working definition or at least loose parameters 
for the reasoning.  There’s not.  
Writing on alt.country is scarce.  As journalist Amanda Petrusich points out in her 
book It Still Moves (a sort of travelogue history guide to southern music),  
alt.country lacks a functional set of willing participants: for whatever reason 
nobody wants to admit to having anything to do with it. […] Alt.country’s 
supposed founders disavow the movement, hipsters decreed it lame sometime 
around 2000, and country music scholars continue to retroactively induct 
everyone from Johnny Cash to Gene Clark to Willie Nelson, muddling things up 
even more. (123) 
 
Petrusich is pretty much dead-on.  It’s a thankless, center-less mess of musicians that are 
nonetheless grouped into the canon no matter how much they may want to shake it.  This 
hesitancy to engage with alt.country is also true of scholars.  There are those that deny the 
movement’s temporal tie (thus copious retroactive inclusions), and there are also those 
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that also just don’t care to fully recognize its possibility—most notably, Bill Malone. 
Malone’s Country Music, USA ends just after he briefly addresses what he terms 
“Tradition and Change,” a range of modern manifestations from Uncle Tupelo to Allison 
Krauss to Nickel Creek.  Malone’s engagement in the book is reticent, historically 
respectful.  He proves more forthcoming in speaking with Take Country Back, however, 
where he claims: 
Most of the alternative acts, even those that like to sing in honky-tonks, are 
simply reluctant to go the whole way and be emotional about all the basic things 
country music does. […] I think it’s because it’s hard for them to feel those 
emotions or maybe they think that their audience, which in many cases are recent 
converts from rock music will laugh at that stuff.  It’s probably a product of rock 
culture…they all have to keep the music as ‘ironic’ and as ‘kick ass’ as possible 
(Petrusich 129). 
 
Malone is certainly a commanding and supremely knowledgeably scholar, but he misses 
the mark on this front by disregarding the complicated heritage of old-time and 
commercialism that alt.country artists are tapping into.  
One of the few scholars to engage academically with the idea of alt.country is 
Richard Peterson.  Co-writing with Bruce Beal, he initially concentrates on alt.country as 
a definitive contrast, specifically to the Nashville sound (233-234).  It is, according to 
them, “down home, unblinking, heart-felt, and a personal authentic expression,” whereas 
“Nashville country is a plastic product”—at least in the eyes of alt fans and musicians 
(Peterson and Beal 234).  Peterson and Beal also provide a very helpful discussion of alt-
performers’ dress as well as performance tendencies—in that they consciously attempt to 
declassify themselves as performer and attempt to portray themselves simply as 
“authentic” as any of their audience members (236-137).  Instead of the expected 
breakthrough into a performance these artists engage in a shielding from possible 
insincerity. 
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Peterson and Beale furthermore relate the myth of the music’s origin in the birth 
of Uncle Tupelo, initially a Black Flag-type punk band that began consciously 
referencing old time country music with a palpable wistfulness for 1940s small town life 
(235).  While it is admirable that the punk roots are recognized in conjunction with the 
World War II reminiscence, the nostalgia they reference is not necessarily positive or 
contained.  Certainly there is a desire for a simpler lifestyle, but there’s also a sort of 
blanket existential crisis that defies a temporal or physical fix.  Protagonists are as 
unhappy wandering around city streets hiding their faces (Whiskeytown’s “Avenues”) as 
they are sitting on their porch staring at the “vacant parking lots across the street [that] 
remind [them they’re] going nowhere” (Whiskeytown’s “Tennessee Square”).  If 
anything, alt.country acts to connect the two time periods in melancholy.  It’s not that 
things have gotten any better or worse since World War II, it’s that there’s somehow been 
a symmetry.  If anything, there’s a numbness alt.country bands are trying to raze either by 
way of sincerely emotional lyrics or through belligerent musical aesthetics.  
Peterson has furthermore co-written (with Steve Lee) a piece regarding Postcard2, 
a listserv devoted to and widely hailed as initial gatekeeper of the movement. This essay 
does more than contextualize this possible fountainhead though, it also poses the notion 
that alt.country is part of an “emergent class of musical genres not based in the aesthetic 
of music production but in an aesthetic shared by consumers” (Lee and Peterson 190).  
On the whole, Peterson is too hung up on the weight of authenticity—which makes sense 
given that he also wrote Creating Country Music: Fabricating Authenticity.   While it’s in 
a way impossible to write about revivalism without in some sense addressing the idea of 
authenticity, the issues of old-time and alt.country are about something more visceral 
than costumes or chord patterns or genre conventions.  If there is a hypothesis to prove, 
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it’s that it’s possible to be simultaneously slyly meta and fiercely sincere in both old-time 
and alt.country. 
Furthermore, as easy as it would be to leisurely ascribe to the idea that alt.country 
is as much about a communal aesthetic (maddeningly accurate in its ability to predict 
what Joe or Joann fanatic will like based solely on the trends of other parishioners), it 
would also be an evasion of its unique historical moment.  It’s necessary to define 
alt.country as a late-80s/early-90s phenomenon and anchor the style as an idea of a sort of 
neo-regionalism.  Brian Hinton, in his book South by Southwest: A Roadmap to 
Alternative Country, characterizes it just this way, calling the music “a set of concentric 
circles, all united by one thing, an antipathy to what has become the dead hand of the 
Nashville country-music industry” (9).  In short, the argument that all these alternatives 
articulate is that commercialization has killed the soul of country, made a farce of 
rebellion in honky-tonk, and has also co-opted grunge, metal and hardcore and presented 
them as approved cultural commodities on a national stage.  The honky-tonk loses its 
visceral affect if stocked with mass-market goods; flannel somehow loses its spunk when 
prancing down the runway, even if worn by a model with a so-called “heroine chic” look.  
Reacting to these hollow symbols, alt.country artists choose to “[delve] back into the past 
to make something brave and new and strange” (Hinton 9). 
Just as honky-tonk music was seeking respite from the pressures of established 
country music, so is alt.country trying to escape from the traditionalized rabblerousing of 
the honky-tonk mythology and simultaneously claim the lost edginess of the more 
hardcore scenes. Yes, Neko Case’s songs may conjure that familiar nostalgia (for home 
or the bar), but they also teem with an indie rock instinct and brash punk urgency.  Punk 
is about confrontation, not necessarily aggression. “I started this damn country band 
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cause punk rock is too hard to sing,” Adams crows on “Faithless Street,” a song off an 
early Whiskeytown record.  Whether or not you believe him, he’s made the case for 
alt.country as country music played by people who have lost faith in its moral milieu, 
punk played by artists who no longer deem it a counterculture worthy of wasting your 
vocal cords on.  Alt.country is punk as folk.   
Like their modern old-time counterparts, alt.country musicians have lost faith in 
the country music system that has usurped and suppressed the spirit of the traditional 
music of old-time’s heyday.  So although alt.country musicians may be guilty of 
appropriating aesthetics or mythologies from post-old-time genres/styles/scenes, those 
references are more often employed in an ironic or defiant way.  It is important then to 
have a detailed understanding of the history of the alternative movements and styles that 
have been active since the genesis of the recording industry.  For, whereas old-time 
revivalists seek to ignore those progressions in favor of what they deem unfettered 
sounds, alt.country musicians heed the lessons of those movements in order to fully 
achieve their independence from the systematizing capitalist mode that has taken over the 
recording industry—both in terms of country and the punk/indie rock alternative. 
 
“Sing me a song that everybody knows, I bet you it belongs to the Acuff-Rose,” 
Uncle Tupelo insists on a track from 1993’s Anodyne, their last release (“Acuff-Rose”).  
Bill Malone identifies Roy Acuff and Fred Rose as among the songwriters whose work 
most significantly influenced country music’s commercial evolution (Malone, Country 
193).  Rising to fame in the midst of World War II, Roy Acuff gained success as a 
“mountain” singer during a period when many in country music were abandoning the 
Appalachian musical roots for more “western styles” (Malone, Country 192).  In light of 
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the war, people found themselves wanting to turn to more simple, fundamental pleasures 
and Roy Acuff’s mournful, mountain style played on those heartstrings, his voice in a 
way suggesting “all the verities for which Americans were fighting: home, mother, and 
God” (Malone, Country 192).  But if Acuff represented an authentic dyed-in-the-wool 
country singer, Fred Rose symbolized a convert.  Having pursued a career as a pianist 
and popular songwriter in Chicago, Rose had little if anything to do with country music 
until the 1940s (Malone, Country 193).  His true conversion only really happened one 
night standing back stage at the Grand Ole Opry when he saw Acuff sing a song about a 
dying child with tears streaming down his face (Malone, Country 193).  Rose claimed he 
never really understood country music until that moment (Malone, Country 193).   
Far from being exclusive to Rose, this new understanding and appreciation of 
country music was yet another byproduct of the war (Malone, “Honky-tonk” 1015).  
Many men seeking to reaffirm their identities in a sympathetic setting found themselves 
in the honky-tonks commiserating over a bottle of beer (Malone, “Honky-tonk” 1015).  
Thus, though born in the 1930s, honky-tonk became “virtually the sound of mainstream 
country music from the late 1940s to about 1955” because it played into a certain social 
necessity for empathy (Malone, “Honky-tonk” 1014, emphasis in text).  Acuff and Rose’s 
pairing had a direct impact on that shift, not only because of their songs’ emotive 
authenticity, but also because their alliance began a mutually profitable and musically 
beneficial enterprise which resulted in one of the most powerful publishing houses in 
Nashville (Malone, Country 193-194).  Their great influence helped spur a more “true” 
country movement—an impressive boon of which was the encouragement of prospective 
songwriters such as the inimitable Hank Williams (Malone, Country 193-194).   
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Firmly grounded in the rural tradition, Hank Williams was a remarkably versatile 
performer whose power lay in his sincere style (Malone, Country 242).  With an early 
career fraught with both physical and emotional struggle, Williams slugged it out in the 
honky-tonk scene of south Alabama (Malone, Country 240).  He suffered through this 
rough entrée and a failed marriage before he made it big, but from these experiences he 
created his best songs—“Your Cheating Heart,” among them.  These sympathetic 
incidents, his “lovesick blues,” reached out and grabbed his listeners by the heart, making 
“each person feel as if the song were sung directly and only to him or her” (Malone, 
Country 242).  Williams chalked up the success of country music to this very sort of 
cutting sincerity: 
When a hillbilly sings a crazy song, he feels crazy. When he sings, ‘I Laid My 
Mother Away,’ he sees her a-laying right there in the coffin.  He sings more 
sincere than most entertainers because the hillbilly was raised rougher than most 
entertainers. You got to know a lot about hard work. You got to have smelt a lot 
of mule manure before you can sing like a hillbilly. The people who has been 
raised something like the way the hillbilly has knows what he is singing about and 
appreciates it. (qtd. in Malone, Country 242)  
 
Spearheaded by artists like Acuff, perfected by rabble-rousers like Williams, and 
then championed by hundreds of other honky-tonk performers, the music evoked 
“emotional pain, isolation, and human weakness that everyone shared,” and also conjured 
up the distasteful, seedy images that everyone dealt with (Malone, “Honky-tonk” 1016).  
The result was a music that “most closely reflected the southern working-class culture 
and has best marked the evolution of the southern folk from rural to urban industrial life” 
(Malone, “Honky-tonk” 1016).  It should be of no surprise then that alt.country— a 
music with an urban/agrarian duality— is immeasurably indebted to this sort of gritty 
realism and captivating empathetic mentality.  “Eventually I found myself very attracted 
to the darkness in a lot of [traditional country] songs,” admitted Uncle Tupelo’s Je
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Tweedy during an interview in 2002.  “I remember having a revelation at some point that 
that music was scarier than Henry Rollins [(lead singer of Los Angeles hardcore band 
Black Flagg)] could ever be” (qtd in Dorfman).  
More than just aligned with the World War II era honky-tonkers in a certain 
stylistic predilection for emotional weight, alt.country musicians also spend a lot of ink 
literally writing themselves into the crises of that generation.  The songwriters plunge the 
protagonists into morphine addiction (as with Gillian Welch’s “Morphine”), war 
shattered romance (as in Whiskeytown’s “Houses on the Hill”), and any number of bleak, 
immutable circumstances (any number of Neko Case songs, “South Tacoma Way” 
preeminent among them).  A precious few write from personal family history, as was the 
case with Ben Nichols of the band Lucero, who crafted his song “The War” after 
researching his Grandfather’s experience in World War II: 
That’s kind of my Granddad’s story.  So at least it was pretty close to home.  It 
was just bits and pieces of information I’d heard from my Grandmother and my 
Dad…even, I actually tracked down some old buddies of his— cause he died 
when I was twelve, so I’d always just been…by the time I was old enough to ask 
questions, he was gone; by the time I was old enough to realize what he’d actually 
done— just infantry company in Europe in World War II; by the time I had 
questions to ask, it was too late. So I’ve always been just fascinated by his life. He 
was the only one in the family that smoked and drank and caused trouble, so I’ve 
always been interested in him (Nichols). 
 
With verses sketching the protagonist’s personal history— drafted at 19 and quickly 
thrust headlong into the war—and a chorus relating the communal despondency of his 
unit, the result is heartrending.  Singing from his Grandfather’s perspective, Nichols 
confesses: 
Three times I made sergeant  
I’m not that kind of man  
And pretty much just as quick as I could  
I’d get busted back to private again 
 
Cause taken’ orders never suited me  
 48
Giving them out was much worse  
I could not stand to get my friends killed  
So I took care of myself first  
 
Now I know that don’t sound right  
Don’t think too bad of me  
Now it keeps me up nights  
What I could have done differently  
 
The preacher said “Boys he who is killed tonight  
Will dine with the Lord in Paradise.”  
One boy spoke up, said “preacher come on, eat your supper with us” 
 
I’d be no guest at the table of the Lord  
His food was not to be mine  
‘Cause I cursed His name every chance that I could  
And I reckon that’s why I’m still alive (Lucero) 
 
With a beer-soaked and smoke-ravaged voice of his own, Nichols’s interpretation is 
gravely forceful.  
 With his song “Old Timer’s Disease,” Patterson Hood of The Drive By Truckers 
takes a slightly different approach to relate his Grandfather’s World War II story.  
Writing from the third person perspective, Hood speaks of births and family meetings, 
but ultimately achieves a similarly despondent conclusion.  Hood writes: 
Granddad's lost his mind cause he'd rather not remember anymore  
And he refuses to stop driving, so Grandma's locked his keys next door  
And he spends his days just looking around, looking around  
But he's forgotten what he's looking for  
He's forgotten what he's looking for 
 
His Grandfather was drafted into the army in ’42.  His mother was born on the day they 
bombed Hiroshima.  Their lives have been marked by simple pleasure, but it is the war 
that overshadows things.  The masterful subtlety of this song is the pairing of the 
grandfather that can’t remember and Hood who can’t help but remember.   
For all the palpable languor of Hood’s or Nichols’ tribute or any of the other 
referential songs, there’s a sort of blanket existential crisis that defies a temporal or 
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physical fix.  The songs are elegies, tomes to declination.  The world has certainly turned 
since those first honky-tonk exclamations, but there has been no fulfillment, only more of 
the same: disheartenment.  This perplexing symmetry and the honky-tonk style’s 
newfound vitality in the alt.country movement is in a way a coda to Nashville’s (and all 
the subsequent alternative country movements’) attempts to expound on (or expel) what 
country music is exactly.  Efforts to alter or to co-opt country for the masses, have been 
anesthetizing.  Thus, modern alt.country bands endeavor to raze this numbness by 
incorporating the sincerity of the honky-tonk paradigm.  Rattling this seemingly simple 
venture, is the bands forceful embrace of a belligerent rock aesthetic— a stylistic 
innovation that owes its potency to the cold formalism that began blanketing the music 
industry in the years following honky-tonk’s golden era.  
“This could be Nashville’s epitaph: here lies what was once known as the country 
music capital of the world,” writes Everett Corbin in his book Storm Over Nashville: The 
Case Against “Modern” Country Music (1).  Published in 1980, Corbin’s book is a 
treatise against the rising prevalence of the foolishly greedy “singers, musicians, 
songwriters, and others involved in the music industry [that dream] of immortality” and 
have changed the soul of country (1).  A parishioner and songwriter of the old ilk who 
had hopped a train to his beloved Nashville after graduating high school in 1951, Corbin 
was not taking the escalating inclination to create “a new music which would appeal to all 
the people” very well at all (Everett Corbin – Songwriter; Corbin 1, emphasis in text). “I 
do not relish the thought of engaging in a battle,” he admits, “but, there comes a time 
when we must muster our courage, slip into our invisible armor, and fight for what we 
believe in with all our heart and soul. As George Jones would say in song, ‘The Race is 
On’” (Corbin 5).   
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Mustering his nerve, Corbin outlines the opposing forces in the battle as he sees 
them. He writes: 
There are at least three schools of thought affecting today’s country music (1) 
traditional—this group isn’t adverse to change in the music but is careful to retain 
simple, down-to-earth instrumentation, (2) modern country—those who accept 
orchestration of country music (sometimes all the way), and (3) the pop-rock 
people—those totally outside of country music—who could not care less whether 
country music lives or dies, whether it is inundated and ultimately assimilated into 
one music, in essence killing it (Corbin 7). 
 
Corbin’s demarcations are hardly confined to the beast of industry as it was throughout 
the seventies, however his articulation of the opponents should be duly noted especially 
in terms of the dominant philosophy of the time.  By 1980, the music industry had made a 
considerable investment in being the music of compliance.  Music City had perceived no 
windfall for any of its attempts to compete in the youth markets and had long since 
surrendered into believing the only glory lie in catering to “the relatively mature, 
conservative, conventional urban-suburban middle-class population” (Carr 347).   
Unfortunately for people like Corbin who viewed country music as “the music of 
country people accompanied by simple, unaffected musical backing,” this translated into 
a repertoire that aimed for “softness, mellifluousness, a certain cocktail-hour suaveté; 
some tickling of the ivories, some sweeping strings, perhaps a judicious touch of brass, a 
vocal with some moonlight and money in it” (Corbin Intro; Carr 347).  Sticky-sweet and 
heavy-handed, the Nashville Sound was king (Carr 347).  Alt.country is best defined in 
contrast to the tripe that grew out of this ideology of artifice.  Encapsulated as music with 
a “down home, unblinking, heart-felt, and a personal authentic expression,” alt.country is 
the defiant answer to the “plastic sound” that arose in the generations following honky-
tonk’s boom (Peterson and Beale 234).  
 51
Popularized by a 1960 Time magazine article, the term “Nashville Sound” 
represented “a shotgun wedding of inherently sentimental country melodies and pop-
jazzy production technique, the package dressed up in evening wear and sanitized, as 
much as possible, of rural odor” (Carr 347).  Country music had become the rallying 
anthem of the far right in the late 1960s and this had translated into an obsession with 
image—distinctly sophisticated and absolutely antipodal to the hillbilly heartbreak of a 
Hank Williams-type ruffian (Escott 126; Carr 348). As Jimmie Helms, a recording artist, 
businessman and the songwriter of “The Death of Country Music” explains: 
In becoming the Big Business that Country Music became, it became just that: 
BIG BUSINESS with little regard for Talent, Fair Play, or the basic virtues that 
Country Music was founded upon.  It has become a ‘buy and sell’ proposition and 
more a matter of…’politics’ than ‘TALENT.’ (qtd in Corbin 146). 
 
Country music had drifted from being “a music of simplicity; a music of the banjo, 
guitar, and fiddle; a music which speaks of simple things in a simple, understandable, 
singable way” into being a music sterilized for protection and primed for assimilation 
(Corbin Intro; Carr 347). Unfortunately for writers like Corbin or Helms, the Nashville 
Sound was a success and record sales rose steadily over the next fifteen years (Carr 348).   
However, the thrust toward the gleam of the Nashville Sound and its denial of the 
roots of country was in a way unnatural (Carr 349).   The whole industry was tense and 
uncomfortable and there was “a constant feeling of walking on eggshells” well into the 
1970s (Carr 349).  The countrypolitan aesthetic was the lifeblood of “squares” and 
injecting an “edgy conservative politic” became its modus operandi (Carr 351).  To this 
tribe of affluent middle-class ideologues, Merle Haggard’s 1969 song “Okie from 
Muskogee” epitomized the tone of the time.  As Merle decreed: 
We don't smoke marijuana in Muskogee; 
We don't take our trips on LSD 
We don't burn our draft cards down on Main Street; 
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We like livin' right, and bein' free. 
 
I'm proud to be an Okie from Muskogee, 
A place where even squares can have a ball 
We still wave Old Glory down at the courthouse, 
And white lightnin's still the biggest thrill of all 
 
With an anthem such as this, it’s no wonder that the honky-tonk blues, the 
hillbilly fever, the rockabilly fire—all the core ingredients that went into country’s most 
powerful creations—went underground (Carr 350).  In Music City, the music was pushed 
to the little late-night clubs, the musicians’ homes, or just out onto the road where a few 
real country fans still clamored for its realism (Carr 350).   Ironically, the old style 
country found new traction out west with the longhaired hippies Haggard was 
haranguing.  With folk revivalists Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, psychedelic nouveau 
traditionalists The Grateful Dead, and with the achingly beautiful cosmic American 
music of Gram Parsons as well as his work with the Flying Burrito Brothers, The Byrds, 
and Emmylou Harris, country had a new movement stacked with talent and bursting with 
sincerity (Carr 352).  Nashville wanted nothing to do with the hippies out west, however, 
and therefore there was little crossover (Carr 352).  Nashville could and would not 
function as a go-between to connect the country hippies and the hillbilly rural-ites that 
might otherwise identify with down home yearning articulated so eloquently in songs like 
Gram Parsons’ “Hickory Wind” (Carr 352-357).  
Given his detachment from the disingenuous industry, it’s hardly unpredictable 
that Parsons is an insurmountably important figure in the alt.country movement.  Without 
question, if there is a godhead in alt.country, it is Gram Parsons.  Like Hank Williams 
before him, he epitomized the best of what the alternative country movement had to offer 
and then he too burnt out in a fit of honky-tonk heartbreak, substance abuse, and 
lonesomeness (Carr 353).  He was a prophet whose work was artistically 
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underappreciated and commercially overlooked.  His music reached back culling the 
emotional weight of balladry and fusing with it elements of country, rhythm and blues, 
soul, gospel, and rock.  His adventurous musical spirit translated into all aspects of his 
style, notably including the famed Nudie suits he had made, which allowed him and his 
Flying Burrito Brothers to literally wear their country-rock mentality on their sleeves 
(Gram Parsons).   Nudie suits, baroquely ornate outfits that at the time were widely 
recognized as part of the country look, had been popularized by such artists as Hank 
Williams and Gene Autry, but Parsons craftily flipped the convention and infused them 
with counterculture imagery (Gram Parsons).  In place of the usual cacti, cowboy hats, 
and lassos, Parsons’ white Nudie suit was sequined with pills, naked women, marijuana 
leaves, and a giant beaming cross on the back (Gram Parsons).  Truly, if alt.country 
aspires to anything, it is to sing with all the earnestness of “A Song for You” and do it 
with the devious charm of someone wearing a giant, gleaming cross upon his back.  
For all the admiration Parsons might garner now, during his lifetime he found 
little success.  However he did lay the groundwork for his two great dreams: a fusion of 
country and rock and the blending of youth and adult audiences (Malone, Country 393).  
A scene in Austin, TX that cropped up in the seventies, most closely realized this vision 
when a colony of musicians who had experimented with other forms of music, began 
moving to Austin and gravitating toward country music (Malone, Country 393-395).  
These musicians operated in a musically and culturally eclectic scene outside of 
Nashville and many found the style impossible to label, but their autonomy was not for 
long.  In 1972, Willie Nelson moved to Austin and his ascent to stardom skyrocketed this 
scene and the style of music that came out of it straight to the forefront (Malone, Country 
396).   
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With this much attention focused away from the Nashville structure, it’s little 
wonder then that the alternative movers and shakers adopted this new country rock 
synthesis as their ideal and the hardscrabble, Texas cowboy as their icon.  Nelson had 
done much to revive that old honky-tonk style and to re-popularize old performers, but 
his stardom had more to do with his identification with this new crop of musicians, 
known as the Outlaws (Malone, Country 398).  These Outlaws—Waylon Jennings, Kris 
Kristofferson, and Tompall Glaser chief among them— were never very lawless, but their 
objective to have artistic autonomy and the right to venture stylistically, was certainly 
rebellious in the eyes of corporate Nashville (Malone, Country 398).  However, “the 
Outlaws were not a discrete, cohesive group,” and the fantasy that they were simply 
existed in the minds of listeners who wanted to believe in their fraternity and publicists 
who trusted in their ability to sell the package (Malone, Country 399).  The Outlaws 
quickly realized that it was “in their best commercial interests to promote such an image 
and so they capitalized on the undying love of the cowboy [...] and of the rambler…and 
also profited, perhaps unconsciously, from a preoccupation with the antihero that had 
been manifested in American popular culture since World War II” (Malone, Country 
398).  In this way, their great objectives soon translated into a profitable veneer.  This 
commercial viability was truly proven when in 1976 RCA released Wanted: The 
Outlaws, an album featuring old material by Willie Nelson, Tompall Glaser, Waylon 
Jennings, and Jessi Colter and it became country music’s first documented platinum 
record, with over one million copies sold (Malone, Country 404).  The movement had 
become not a counter to Nashville, but rather a cog in its machine.  
By 1979, with Willie Nelson being hailed as entertainer of the year at the CMAs 
(Country Music Awards) and the so called counterculture so obviously failing to be 
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counter to anything, it is hardly any wonder that insurgency was brewing (Malone, 
Country 398).  Joe Blanton, a musician who grew up in Nashville during this time, 
explains the shift toward a new alternative this way: 
I was born and grew up in Nashville and always thought of country music as old 
people's music, as it perhaps was in '79 when punk was creeping its way into the 
Music City.  I never had a desire to play at all until I heard the Sex Pistols and 
Ramones my senior year of high school.  Their DIY (Do It Yourself) approach to 
music threw the years of having to take lessons out the window and I played my 
first gig to a packed house of punks on West End, 3 months after buying my first 
guitar and taking one lesson. It was very liberating for a 17 year old to scream, 
"FUCK!" into a microphone back in those days before it became a trite Guns n 
Roses mainstay. Without music history and technical playing skills coloring our 
performance, we just did what came naturally.  That is like a lot of the early 
honky-tonk music, very simple with lots of feeling/energy.  Hank Williams is 
considered the grandfather of Rock n Roll as he broke from the pack of popular 
crooners with his raw and ragged vocal and songwriting style.  His songs spoke 
more of life's struggles and injustices than its virtues, very much like punk in its 
early days.  The more we played, the more we found that Johhny Rotten and 
Johnny Cash had a lot in common.  There was no mold for them to break.  They 
were truly unique, controversial and radiated tons of raw power.  A lot of the 
early bands in Nashville took the same approach. We mixed our geographical 
roots with DIY punk attitude and played whatever came out. We wanted at all 
costs to be unique and it's probably the reason why Jason & the Scorchers, The 
Royal Court of China and Walk The West never realized commercial success 
even though we had big major label record deals. […] I guess being from 
Nashville also inspired us to write our own music from the very beginning and 
stake out our own creative territory  (Blanton “Re:”). 
 
Just a generation before alt.country truly solidified as a sound, Blanton and his 
musical cohort represented a growing storm against the all too safe Music City charade.  
Blanton explains his reasoning for recoiling from “country” music in favor of punk rock 
this way: 
you'd have to listen to some of the early '80's tripe that Music City was exporting. 
I mean Conway Twitty and crap like that vs. The Damned and The Ramones. 
Sequins and Manuel (although Dwight Yoakum had a way of making them cool) 
vs. Motorcycle jackets and ripped up t-shirts with safety pins holding them 
together.  In a phrase, country was at that time "tear in your beer" music and punk 
was more like, "piss in your beer" (Blanton “Re: Re:”). 
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For this reason, Blanton and his band, The Royal Court of China, “tried to steer away 
from [country] in favor of a more rock n roll approach,” although many of his 
contemporaries, notably including Jason and the Scorchers (who were recently inducted 
into the alt.country hall of fame), “meld[ed] punk and country perfectly and made it their 
calling card” (Blanton “Re:”).   
Alt.country is at base the progeny of the alliance between country and punk, an 
alliance born of a shared bias for ephemeral, emotional breakthroughs into performance.  
The historic impulse to move from punk to country is archetypal of alt.country’s 
forbearers—Uncle Tupelo began first as a Black Flagg (a hardcore Los Angeles punk 
band) cover band and Ryan Adams was a member of Raleigh’s noisy indie/punk outfit 
Blank Label and then the punk band Patty Duke Syndrome before he formed 
Whiskeytown (Factory Belt; Answering Bell).  
This is no doubt due to the notion that the immediacy of expression and emotion 
that punk relies upon harkens back to something base in the nature of that old-time 
country music.  Speaking in an interview in 1978, Roy Acuff, mountain singer and later, 
honky-tonk extraordinaire, explained his recording process this way:  
When we’d go into a studio I’d say to my boys: We know it, so let’s put every 
effort to do it right the first time—because the second time we do it we’re going 
to lose something. If I was to do one as many as five times, I’d put it in the trash 
can because I’d know that it was not for me. But I’ve seen them put an hour or 
two on those things. It wouldn’t be any better than the first time—but they seem 
to think that they can find a little something wrong and they have to ‘perfect’ it. I 
never tried to be perfect on any recording, and anything I do is not anywhere near 
perfect because I don’t look for the perfect things; I look for the natural things—
something I can feel that I can do with a feeling, and when I do it with that feeling 
it’s there—and that’s all I care about (qtd in Corbin 151). 
 
Acuff valued urgency with much the same panache as would-be punk Joe Blanton did 
yelling “FUCK” on some stage when he was barely able to play guitar.  The mountain 
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singer and the punk rocker both prejudiced the idea of capturing an authentic emotion as 
soon as it was sung or screamed, finger-picked or thrashed about.   
Analogues in alt.country are many; most notable perhaps is the story behind a 
recording made by bandleader Ryan Adams and sometime drummer Eric “Skillet” 
Gilmore prior to Whiskeytown’s formation.  While working on a record for a project 
called Freightwhaler (which never came to anything), Adams and Gilmore exacerbated 
this mentality of urgency with their own rock’n’roll excess.  Skillet describes it this way: 
We made a record and it was called Blue Collarbone Blues, because the day we 
recorded it, I’d broken my collarbone the day before. And we were recording with 
Wes Lachot in Durham and we started recording at 9 o’clock in the morning and 
he (Ryan) was feeding me painkillers and red wine all day long. He was just like 
“keep playing until you can’t play anymore,” and we recorded the whole record 
that day. (Gilmore) 
 
Busting through what was no doubt a painful and wild recording session, Gilmore and 
Adams managed to knock out a set of tunes that didn’t stereotypically live up to their 
rowdy inception—“Picture of Jesus on the Dashboard,” a country crooner about losing 
love and jadedly accepting the outcome, preeminent among them.  
Adams is an especially apt example of an artist bent on capturing the emotion as 
soon as it happens.  “He writes songs the way most people breathe,” reflected David 
Menconi, writing for No Depression magazine in 2000 (224).  Menconi went on to 
project that in the time since Whiskeytown’s most recent release (at the time) Stranger’s 
Almanac, “Adams has continued writing and recording through it all, amassing enough 
material for a half-dozen albums” (225).  Since the initial publication of Menconi’s 
article, Adams writing flux has done anything but slowdown.  He has gone on to release 
one more Whiskeytown record and ten solo records (one of which was a double-disc).  
He has also recorded enough unreleased material to warrant what is rumored to be a five 
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disk box set of demos, that due to the sheer volume of tunes clamoring to be included has 
been permanently put on pause (LaBate 59).   
Musically, Ryan Adams has ventured all over the sonic landscape, but at his most 
refined he writes with the yearning of country heartbreak, the urgency of a punk anthem, 
and also with an infusion of an independent spirit, a certain enigmatic isolation that 
comes from the recognition of the tendency toward artifice that both the country and 
punk canons battle.  For, although punk rock may have articulated a new anarchic 
attitude, predictably, given its all too brand-able aesthetic, it too fell prey to the 
commercializing forces in the music industry.  “By the early 1980s, …a ‘punked out’ 
young man with spiked hair could be seen on [tv] hawking Fig Newtons,” writes Cotton 
Seiler in an essay detailing the late-80s/early-90s music scene in Louisville, Kentucky.  
He explains, “‘crazy demented punk rock shit’ was now in corporate employ” and as a 
result, “indie style [became] ‘cool’” (Seiler 191).  Indie, a movement that “manifest[s] 
itself across a broad range of practices, from musical performance to fashion, assert[s] its 
antipathy toward the cultural mainstream by embracing the generally awkward, 
outmoded, and superannuated” (Seiler 191).  In this sense, this new musical genus (fuzzy 
as it may be) must be linked to ideas about class and power and conscious social 
delineation.  This music not only “marks the awareness of a new aesthetic,” but it also 
“satisfies among audiences a desire of social differentiation and supplies music providers 
with a tool for exploiting that desire” (Hibbett 56).  In short, indie rock represents 
(theoretically) the last word on corporate interference and mainstream approval.  
This new brazen musical expression is given authenticity due to its exigency, and 
also due to its distinctive exclusivity of message.  As one scenester whom Cotton Seiler 
interviewed put it, what makes indie cool is that “instead of saying directly ‘fuck 
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you’…[and] becoming a kind of radical chic that’s quickly marketable, it’s much 
sneakier, ultimately much more subversive” (192).  This example marries the notion of 
specialized “indie” knowledge, punk rebellion, and genre adherence.  In both indie and 
alt.country, there’s a concerted effort to separate the “good” from the “popular.”  For 
these scenesters and for alt.country musicians, it’s about using musical forms to reflect 
and challenge territorial notions of culture.  Seiler calls indie a strategic response to 
punk’s demise; in the same way, it is arguable that alt.country is a regionally and 
temporally specific response to country’s downfall from a meaningful working class 
culture to a meaningless, decontextualized mass commodity.  The alt.country movement 
is therefore one bent on purifying the music of any commoditization or pretense.  
In coalescing the influences of country and punk and then coding them with indie 
rock ambiguity, alt.country succeeds where previous alternative movements have 
“failed.”  For these musicians, there is the desire for country to work outside of the 
Nashville façade, and the realization of that through a conscious layering of influences so 
that it requires a specialized knowledge of and appreciation for modern counterculture 
movements for one to truly value the music.  Alt.country aficionados must then be 
effective as southerners and as modern music fans.  Through coded comprehension, 
alt.country musicians imbue narratives about powerlessness with authority, 
instrumentation based on simple chords with edifying clout.  Through these means, the 
myth of authenticity is shored up against the ugly influence of money and massification.  
This anti-branding, anti-genre-adhering strategy results in a music that is to many 
impossible to define— easy to recognize, hard to codify.  For this reason, there is much 
deference given to the fans that champion its liminal existence.  It is thus typically 
characterized as simply an emergent musical genre not based in the aesthetic of 
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production, but in an aesthetic shared by consumers (Peterson and Beale 234-244).  “One 
cannot personally claim to be ‘alt.country,’” critic James Kelly rationalizes, “It should be 
bestowed upon you by others” (Kelly).  “Alt.country is totally an attitude every bit as 
much as a sound,” music journalist Steve LaBate reasons, “Alt.country is the sound of 
Johnny Cash flippin' that infamous bird. It's not about traditionalism or roots, but about 
getting down to the essence of the American outlaw/rebel experience” (LaBate “Re: 
what…”).  Whatever the description, alt.country is present and perhaps due to its lack of 
explanation, it is all the more powerful.  Without parameters, it evades the trap of being 
co-opted by publicists or market strategists—even flagship magazine No Depression 
shutdown in early 2008 after ten years and only recently refocused as an online 
community.  Alt.country is not a sound or a brand or a look.  It is a way of thinking about 
making music and with such a large breadth of musicians singing such a wide range of 
anthems it can never be caricaturized.  The listener may not be able to verbalize the 
reasons, but she can hear the proof in the music.   
For musicians, the journey to alt.country authenticity is bit more curious.   After 
having toured with Uncle Tupelo shoot off Son Volt, Gillian Welch noted that, “we all 
have the same record collections” and that when it comes to alt.country she and David 
Rawlings “are probably on one edge of it.  What Dave and I do is a stripped-down as that 
spectrum gets” (qtd in Hinton 266).  Neko Case on the other hand would likely browbeat 
anyone who insinuates that she is alt.country, for as she told Entertainment Weekly in an 
interview, “it just sounds like a website…the words alt.country make me insane” (Valby 
1).  Somehow it’s apropos that the most adventurous of the survey hates being associated 
with it.  The point here is not what Case prefers, though, the point here is what her music 
implicitly is a part of: a messy, modernist, deeply engaging musical response to 
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countrypolitan commercialism largely indebted to that old-time country that started 
everything off in the first place.  
  
 
CHAPTER IV 
STARCH AND IRON 
 
 For all the elaborate reasoning just outlined, it’s astonishing how little of the 
progressive expression of alt.country is immediately distinguishable.  The artists embed 
their defiant allusions in a way that is not so much code switching, but code tangling.  
This allows for a multiplicity of responses.  One listener could simply write Welch off as 
a revivalist (as did journalist Amanda Petrusich in It Still Moves) and a different listener 
(tapped into punk and indie rock aesthetics) would grasp the scope of her influences.  
This tactic forges discreet connections between the cryptic artist and the ciphering 
listeners able to translate the cues.  Modern old-time artists, on the other hand, flaunt both 
their ties to and breaks from tradition.  Their output ranges from code switching to, more 
often, coded layering.  Artists may employ divergent structures or techniques—such as 
playing folk song to a Cajun 2-step— but they do so in such a way that listeners are able 
to clearly discern both.  The difference between the two forms is in a way, a question 
accessibility.  Old-time musicians hope to create community; alt.country musicians strive 
for personalized sincerity.   
For Gellert, Washburn, Welch, and Case the gender dialogue in their work best 
demonstrates this dichotomy.  Just as the old-time sound insinuates a specific time 
period, that historical parameter denotes a certain gender precedent.  The late 19th and 
early 20th century corresponds with the rise of feminism, which challenged traditional 
gender definitions and provoked a range of responses (Kimmel 262).  By consciously 
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employing musical ideas from this period, these modern female musicians seek respect 
through mastery of “authentic” forms.  Furthermore, through their colloquy and scrutiny, 
they also participate in a dialogue about traditionalism and feminism.   
The way they challenge and negotiate that dialogue is frequently not through 
expressions of female empowerment, but through engagements with notions of 
masculinity.  These women perform and record covers of traditional or popular songs 
written by or about men and/or write original works that resonate with male perspectives.  
The songs thus mimic generally accepted parameters of literary fiction in that they 
connote a distance between the writer/performer and the narrator.  By singing from such 
an inevitably contrary view, they manage to confront sexual bias and arouse empathy.  
Their difference in style—whether old-time or alt.country—doesn’t change the nature of 
this commentary so much as it does the texture of the argument.  
The pertinence of their dialogue is elevated by historical coincidence.  The 
chronological boundaries assigned the old-time genre correspond with the rise of 
feminism.  Spurred by “structural changes in social organization,” there was gradual 
renegotiation of gender identities from the mid-nineteenth to the twentieth century 
(Kimmel 262).  The late nineteenth century saw the “mechanization and the routinization 
of labor” which “‘increasingly subverted the older sexual divisions of labor…[and] 
created conditions favorable to the emergence of women into the public realm with 
men’” (Kimmel 263; qtd in Kimmel 263).   Women progressively fought for social 
equality in the form of suffrage and autonomy (265). One response to this was an 
antimodernist critique that incited convictions in religious revivalism and resurgent 
medievalism (Kimmel 264).   Almost always, these critics resorted to complaints about 
the corruption of “natural order” by new social trends (Kimmel 266). 
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The notion of the “natural order,” however regrettably suggested, is in actuality an 
invocation of authenticity.  The very concept of authenticity was born out of just this sort 
of sociopolitical transformation (Bendix 25).  As scholar Regina Bendix explains, 
“societies believed to be corrupted by the trappings of civilization had to find a way back 
to their authentic states in order to build a new kind of polity” (Bendix 25).  The 
antifeminist backlash of the nineteenth century utilized this concept to proffer ugly ideas 
about inequality and biological confusion (Kimmel 266-268).  The folk song revivalists 
of the early 20th century applied it to craft a “contemporary proletarian protest about 
social conditions” (Rosenberg 7).  Those folk song revivalists of The Great Boom 
(roughly between 1958 and 1965) used it to provide an assurance of sincerity for an 
“esoteric and anticommercial enthusiasm” that turned into a “commercial bonanza” 
(Cantwell 55).   Gellert, Washburn, Welch, and Case employ it to challenge capitalist 
industrialism and engage with modern feminism in a wholly unique context as masterful 
musicians in a far more invisibly gendered landscape.  
 The old-time genre at large has only recently become a bastion for female 
musicianship.  Previous to Gellert and Washburn’s generation “most revivalist old-time 
musicians were men. There were certainly representative women, but in terms of 
percentages, it was much smaller” (Bryan).  Rayna Gellert in part credits this insurgence 
to the nature of the music itself: 
Part of it's down to the music being very community-oriented and friendly - you 
just pull up a chair at a jam session and everyone is welcoming, not intimidating 
at all. And you don't need amps and stuff. There's something organic about old-
time music, which is why it's lasted so long and keeps attracting new people. 
(Cartwright) 
 
However “organic” and “welcoming” it may be, that acknowledgement didn’t impede 
Uncle Earl’s decision to record “Willie Taylor” a ballad about a woman who cross-
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dresses and joins the navy in order find her lover, only to shoot him after discovering he 
has betrayed her for another woman.  This murderous ballad is in a way brute revelry, but 
it’s still engagement.  Furthermore, the fact that it’s a cover of a traditional tune points to 
the band’s desire to discuss and subvert gender concepts in old songs.   
 The process of covering songs is in itself a remarkable enterprise because of the 
range of interpretations.  “Willie Taylor” is an innocuous example because it is a straight 
ballad with no hint of the narrator’s position in the story.  However, a song like “Say, 
Darlin’, Say,” which Gellert and Susan Goehring recorded on their 2008 release Starch 
and Iron, implies the narrators gender and agency within the storyline of the song.  The 
song, in other versions called “Hush Little Baby Don’t Say a Word,” was originally 
recorded in 1928 (Erbsen 32).  Though there are several versions out there, Tommy 
Jarrell’s take is an exemplar to parallel with Gellert and Goehring’s.  Where Jarrell 
launches off, “Shut up darling don’t say a word / Daddy’s gonna buy you mockingbird,” 
Gellert and Goehring console, “Hush little baby don’t say a word / Mama’s gonna buy 
you a mockingbird.”  Tailoring the lyrics to be hetero-normative is predictable, but the 
implication given the lyrical coda to the song is fascinating.  In both versions, they close 
with the declaration, “oh well darlin’ if you was mine / you wouldn’t do nothing but 
starch and iron / say darlin’ say / starch and iron would be your trade / and I’d get drunk 
and lay in the shade / say darlin’ say.”  It’d be easy to dismiss this as isolated and 
circumstantial, but given that Gellert and Goehring’s record was named for this line and 
that the cover depicts two classic Romanesque cherubs sticking their hands over flames, 
it’s apparent that these ladies know full well they’re playing with fire.  
 The feminist critique doesn’t end with “Say, Darlin’, Say.”  Though this is 
principally a record of instrumentals, of the nineteen tracks there are five other sung tunes 
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that are all traditional covers and all conspicuously gendered.  There are three that tout 
male narratives.  “Fall on My Knees” is a tune about a character alternately insulting and 
begging his awful lover to stay even though he proclaims, “there’s more pretty girls than 
[her].”  “Train on the Island” is a jaunt about a boy trying to decide between jumping 
town and “the girl [he] love[s] the best” (and ultimately picking the girl).  The last, 
“Down in the Willow Garden,” is a good old fashioned murder ballad about a boy 
poisoning, stabbing, and throwing his “love,” Rose Connelly, in the river.  Gellert and 
Goehring also offer up an a cappella Primitive Baptist hymn called “Sister Thou Art Mild 
and Lovely” (Gribi).  The song is an elegy meant to console at the death of a church 
sister, and broader than that, the tune achieves much resonance due the traditionally 
intimate involvement women have in times of birth or death (Gribi).  The final instance, 
“Sweet as the Flowers in Maytime” is classic Carter Family fair.  Given their astute 
selections thus far, one need only read the lyrics to see their potential irony.  As the ladies 
close in the final verse: “How I wish I had someone to love me / Someone just to call me 
their own / Be the rule over somebody's kitchen / Or the queen over somebody's home.” 
 Gellert certainly exacerbates the feminist thematics through her choices of 
traditional covers, but their traditionality and their pairing with other inoffensive tunes, in 
a way deadens the impact.  Listeners are allowed via context to disregard the gendered 
political agenda and simply enjoy old-time standards.  This is not so much a critique as it 
is a revelation of her strategy.  Gellert referred to the nature of old-time as “community 
oriented and friendly,” and she has called the burgeoning growth of female musicianship 
“maybe a repositioning of sorts" (Cartwright).  Thus, her decision to be provocative 
without being incendiary seems reasonable to interpret as a deliberate tactic and a 
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reflection of her personal understandings of how the old-time world accepts and adjusts 
to change.  
Neko Case’s covers diverge from this paradigm, in part because the songs source 
from wildly various artists.  Her record The Virginian is a significant illustration.  Of the 
twelve songs, half are covers.  From the country canon, Case tackles “Thanks a Lot,” 
Ernest Tubb’s classic about nursing a broken heart as well as the Loretta Lynn crooner 
“Somebody Led Me Away” about a woman abandoning her wayward lover for someone 
else.  Also in this vein, she covers friend (and bandmate “boyfriend”) Matt Murphy’s 
“Honky Tonk Hiccups,” a wild romp about a hiccup-cursed man whose lady lets him go 
to the bar where he is finally cured by honky-tonk revelry.  Case furthermore branches far 
out of that country comfort zone, grabbing songs more in the contemporary rock’n’roll 
tradition and rearranging them to reflect her own brand of independent country carousing.  
“Duchess,” a cover of a tune by Scott Walker—one half of The Walker Brothers, a force 
in the British Invasion of the ‘60s—soars with abstraction (Unterberger).  “Misfire,” 
originally off Queen’s 1974 glam opus Sheer Heart Attack, turns barnburner duet.  
Finally, with “Bowling Green,” Case reimagines the Everly Brothers final Top 40 hit 
from 1967 into a stomping country-rock ode to the Kentucky city where there are “the 
prettiest girls I’ve ever seen” (“The Everly Brothers”).  
 Case’s covers, like Gellert’s, all deal with male/female relationships—love or the 
lack (the more prominent theme).   Their inclusion amongst the other tracks on The 
Virginian is masked by the rearrangements.  The record may be half originals, half 
covers, but they all sound Case.  This has some resonance on how the gender politics 
read.  Whereas Gellert seems to be publicly (if cautiously) trying to shake things up in the 
old-time world by pointing out gender discrepancies or stereotypes, Case is personalizing 
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the narratives.  Case is identifying with the lonesomeness in “Thanks a Lot,” the 
resilience in “Somebody Led Me Away,” the celebratory fervor in “Bowling Green.”  It 
may be someone else’s song, but it’s her voiced passion that sells it.  
 The other way these artists engage with gender issues is through authoring 
originals written from the male perspective—a craft that requires utmost identification 
with “the other.”  This seems a curious tactic given that just roughly thirty years ago the 
feminist movement produced such books as Judith Fetterly’s The Resisting Reader and 
such thinkers as Laura Mulvey, both of which encouraged the recognition (and 
demolition) of the overwhelming male perspective implanted in culture.  As Judith 
Fetterly wrote, “given the pervasive male bias of literature, it is not surprising that in it 
the experience of being American is equated with the experience of being male” (xii).  
Theirs was progress built of conflict.  But where that movement gained ground in 
demanding difference, these modern female performers reverse that strategy in favor of 
taking control of the narrative of masculinity.   
The adaptation of an "other"— in gender, time period, agency, and worldview— 
is an exercise in both a mimetic artistic tradition, typically reserved for literary writers 
and actors, and in the case of these women, a subversive politic of female empowerment 
built through emotive resonance.  Abigail Washburn’s version of this “Captain” is 
striking in how it is the tale of a man operating in a strictly male world.   Already once 
noted for its decidedly work chant influence, the song (though beautifully arranged by the 
Sparrow Quartet) is rough and tumble.  The character is trapped without justice (“I asked 
the judge what be my crime / he said if I don’t hang you, I’ll give you 99”) on a ship in 
the high seas hailing some Captain he doesn’t respect (“I've seen him preaching, and I've 
seen him run / I've read his bible, I don't owe him none”).  The fact that this is all 
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communicated by Washburn’s sublime vocal is less important than the song’s 
overarching force. 
Washburn’s involuntary performance of her real identity--even if only 
communicated by her unaltered vocal-- while simultaneously singing a charging 
proclamation by an indentured sailor, imbues a dynamism into the song.  It's a powerful 
collision and simultaneous communication of "other" and self that Gillian Welch also 
utilizes for creative effect.  Seamlessly colliding the tradition of emotive parlor guitar 
maidens of bygone propriety-prone days with the rambling, dirt road poet troubadours of 
the folk song, No Depression bent, Welch persuasively conjures emotional, experiential 
narratives that resonate a male perspective.  Her compositions are often so precise that 
the contradictory construction is invisible: suspension of disbelief, incredibly easily 
achieved.  "A long time ago I left my home/ just a boy passing twenty," Welch sings on 
the nostalgic "One More Dollar" from her first record, Revival.  The "boy," whose story 
finds him far from home and flat broke, warily adds, "Could you spare a coin and 
Christian prayer? / For my luck has turned against me."  Suspended somewhere in sepia-
toned old-time, the character's hard-work ethic, but bad-luck life is again (strangely?) far 
more memorable than the fact the "boy" has a (strangely.) feminine voice. 
The question becomes is this dichotomy a thoughtfully employed subversion? Or 
is it the involuntary action of artists caught in a male-dominated generic trope?  Taking a 
cue from feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey, it's easy to theorize how Welch's songs, for 
example, may be symptomatic of an unconscious structural language deferent to a 
"phallocentric order" (Mulvey 1). Arguing that mainstream film neatly combines 
"spectacle and narrative," Mulvey explicates an inherent film language of sexual bias 
born out of the continued association of "active" with "male" and "passive" with "female" 
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(4).  Explicated in her essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," the power dynamic 
is in part created through the construction of three "voyeuristic-scopophilic looks," 
namely that of the camera, the audience, and the on-screen characters.  Applying the 
power dynamic to lyrics demands a "filmic" visualization of the action in a song.  In 
Welch’s song "Lowlands," she provides an apt scenario with the lyric: "Saw a girl on the 
street in front of my home / Like a fire on the hillside she shone / And I knew right then 
that my best days were gone / And I'd been, been in the lowlands too long."  For Mulvey, 
the insinuation is that the speaker was not only looking at the woman, but also 
experiencing scopophilia (the love of looking)— apparent in the description of the girl as 
"like a fire"— is enough to condemn this song as an instance of allegiance to patriarchy 
(7).  Even if the characters actions weren't derogatory, they were a display of activity and 
therefore agency on the part of the apparently male protagonist, which reciprocally 
relegate the female character to a passive position. 
The implication of agency— social and sexual— is a preeminent factor in the 
language of both film and the roots mythology mined in the old-time music Washburn 
and Welch reference.  Historic accuracy and allegiance to the socio-political culture of 
the temporalities of old-time is, in a way, a necessary evil for anyone wishing to 
effectively imitate the genre.  This provides some excuse for Washburn and Welch's 
employment of active male characters, in lieu of necessarily-marginalized female 
characters.  However, as Mulvey would likely argue, their deference to what might be 
described as "phallocentric" voyeurism is contingent upon her adoption of generic 
language and accepted mythology, but as an artist in a liberal society, they are not bound 
to adopt either (1). 
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The confusing thing is that though Washburn and Welch can and have written 
songs apparently devoid of the implied power structures of Laura Mulvey's theories, as 
Sawin points out, gender, power, and desire are inherently fused, key concepts at the 
heart of the aesthetic event of performance— whether it be of genre or gender (Sawin 
30). Thus, whether or not they intend to, Washburn and Welch are communicating some 
sort of gendered politic. There is at least one important difference, however, in that 
Mulvey's theory is a deconstruction of the politics surrounding physical gaze, not 
emotional resonance.  Mulvey's theory is contingent upon the perception of the female 
body as material object.  Washburn’s “Captain” and Welch's “One More Dollar” depend 
on empathetic understanding. 
This creates a new sort of gendered politic built on emotional resonance.  The 
difference between the two performers in question is that where Washburn employs that 
resonance to infiltrate the male dominant world, Welch uses it to collapse notions of 
difference at large.  It's a songwriting concept, but also a perception of performance, that 
one of Welch's former teachers at Berklee notes she employed in her singing, even back 
during her days in Boston: 
One of the things Gillian did very well was sing the song rather than the notes. 
You have singers who have a really great instrument, but you don't feel they're 
inside the song. When Gillian sings, it's about the presentation of emotion. Even 
back then, she didn't sing notes; she sang feelings and ideas" (Wilkinson 13). 
 
This knack for singing the heart of a song, paired with her talent for writing experiential 
narratives, infuses her music with a sense of humanitarianism.  It's an implicit notion that 
all people regardless of differences in gender, time period, or worldview, have similar life 
experiences, hopes, or regrets.  Though Welch may have never had "the night [come] 
undone like a party dress/ and fall at her feet in a beautiful mess" like a barroom girl and 
she may have never been caught by "that old mountain 'shine," yet she nonetheless 
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identifies emotionally with those characters (Welch, Revival).  It's a madcap sensitivity 
that somehow functions to unravel any generic predisposition to a phallocentric social 
structure, by equalizing the implicit gendered agency.  For, in Welch's musical universe: 
each time a man succeeds, he does so with a woman's voice, and each time he fails, 
regrets, or cries he does so with a woman's voice. 
 Gellert, Washburn, Welch, and Case all clearly recognize the power of the voice, 
of the song to rewrite gender boundaries.  However, their strategies for how best to 
actively induce that change are quite different.  Old-time artists Gellert and Washburn 
engage with gender head-on by covering tunes or writing originals that allow them to 
penetrate the masculine point of view.  Alt.country maidens, Welch and Case, deal with it 
in a bit more subtle way, using covers and originals to access character’s narratives—
whatever the gendered perspective.  The difference between the two camps reflects the 
way they hope to connect to or with audiences.  Old-time is built on a revivalist 
communal model; alt.country is born out of jaded individuality.  The weight of history— 
for one a tradition of grassroots community, for the other an affluence of corrupting 
commercialism— plays determinate. 
  
 
CHAPTER V 
SONG OF THE TRAVELING DAUGHTER  
 
 There’s a song called “The Last Goodbye” on Uncle Earl’s most recent release.  
It’s an original and arguably the best song on the record.  KC Groves chugs along on 
guitar.  Kristin Andreassan floods in harmonica pulls.  Rayna Gellert’s fiddle embroiders 
the melody.  Abigail Washburn accompanies on banjo while her voice anchors this tale 
about a girl telling her true love she’s marrying someone else.  There’s another sound 
though, a heartbeat steady shuffle of someone playing snare with brushes.  That someone 
just happens to be Gillian Welch.   
 “The Last Goodbye” only hints at the number of ways Gellert, Washburn, Welch, 
and Case’s music interconnect.  The women have been sharing lineups, influences, and 
fan playlists for most of their careers.  It’s no wonder given the deep ties between and 
fuzzy boundaries of their respective movements.  Modern old-time and alt.country have 
much more in common than not, but the subtle discrepancies are potent.  The differences 
reveal how the push toward modern capitalist industrialism has affected how different 
artists and communities access and transmit those old-world icons and sounds that are the 
mainspring of American musical history. 
 The distinction really comes down to reverence, the interpretive disparity between 
allegiance to form and resurrection of emotion.  Modern old-time musicians follow in the 
footsteps of curators; alt.country artists chase emotional resonance demonstrated by the 
songsmiths of latter-day.  Their songs reflect this pattern.  Even at their most 
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experimental, Gellert and Washburn diligently work within a paradigm so that they can 
remain in dialogue with their community.  Even at their most conservative, Welch and 
Case favor affect over standard so that can create discreet, personal connections between 
themselves and their listeners.  These four women may pull from the same source, but 
their tactics and instincts come from exceptionally different places. 
 It hasn’t always been this way. Back before alt.country was even a shudder in 
music’s ear, old-time was once a true resuscitation of emotion and connection.   The folk 
revival during the great Depression was spurred by Communist reds “along with like-
minded socialists and liberal populists” who embraced folk music as an expression of the 
hard hit masses (Rosenberg 5).  Progressive movements have consistently pushed back, 
but the solidification of media outlets and the expansion of music as a pecuniary force 
altered the texture of the scene.  As was evident as early as the Great Boom revival of the 
1960s, which flowed “out of various elite, progressive, radical, avant-garde, bohemian, 
and popular cultures and movements into the commercial marketplace” (Cantwell 355).  
There was an evolution from a bunch of styles regionally based to a canon of ideas 
communally sustained and commercially viable.  The music went from being revived to 
being a full out, viable “revival.”  It’s a sea change that, as Burt Feintuch notes, is all too 
significant: 
The term revival implies resuscitation, reactivation, and rekindling, and many 
revivalist musicians assert that they’re bolstering a declining musical tradition.  
But rather than encourage continuity, musical revivals recast the music—and 
culture—they refer to.  They are actually musical transformations, a kind of 
reinvention. And in reality, each revival achieves its own momentum with its own 
standard repertoire and styles and its own selective view of the past (184). 
 
 Old-time today, as practiced by everyone from the crowds at Clifftop to the string 
bands overseas to Gellert and Washburn, is indebted to its own chronology.  The revival 
experience is an attempt to replicate events and, in this case, sounds through sociability, 
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but that attempt is bound to ideas of preservation and purity (Nusbaum 210).  The scene 
is a victim of its own logic.  As Richard Blaustein noted: 
One source of folk revivalism is alienation from an unsatisfactory cultural 
identity, leading to folk romanticisim; a second source is a subjective sense of 
deteriorating tradition, resulting in grass-roots preservationism (264).  
 
Both sources result in an old-time movement heavy with nostalgia and desperate for 
certainty.  The modern old-time movement, and thus Gellert and Washburn within it, is 
tasked with following the strictures of the past to ensure the legacy of the music.  The 
result is not an actually accurate record, but rather a transcript wholly shaped by 
perpetuation and canonization.  
 Alt.country, on the other hand, undermines that urge to crystallize music forms.  
Artists in this movement reference a range of styles— old-time preeminent among 
them— as a way to clue into affecting touchstones.  Music history is not a gilded, 
untouchable painting, but a pallet loaded with sounds to mix and match.  It’s an attitude 
that allows for the amalgamation of folk and punk and the range of artists from primitive-
modernist Welch to wild, indie siren Case. There is something wholly liminal and 
strangely contemporary about the result.  
 There is also a decidedly postmodern noir quality, a commiserating intuition in 
alt.country that more often than not positions song characters in an upset moral universe.  
Noir, initially a filmic concept temporally tied to WWII, is about the feeling or 
actualization of hopelessness.  Characters are stranded in urban landscapes, hustling to 
right themselves and dependent on their own moral compass.  Most scholars balk at the 
idea of a postmodern noir, because noir is traditionally about finding justice and 
postmodernity is about confusing it.  However, the attributes of postmodernity outlined 
by theorist Fredrick Jameson would indicate that it’s an acceleration of the noir discourse.  
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Jameson’s three parameters consist of: (1) the death of the subject, (2) the transformation 
of reality into images, and (3) the fragmentation of time into a series of perpetual presents 
(Shapiro 198).  Implicit in these parameters is the notion that there is no longer truth, 
there is only interpretation and image.  The narrative has been decentralized in favor of 
the fact of images and the honesty of the perpetual now.  In the case of alt.country, there 
is no longer “pure” music, only sounds and words to weave into deeply affecting songs.  
Writing at the turn of the 20th century, three scholars each posit distinct scenarios 
for what this postmodern thrust means for society.  In Georg Simmel’s view, 
postmodernity is the realization of man that he is trapped by existing forms and thus must 
seek emancipation, but in doing so he creates a form, which in turn traps others (Shapiro 
199).  Sociologist Max Weber offers an almost parallel point of view, arguing that 
postmodernity is a tragic situation in which man is faced with an overabundance of 
objects and possibilities which act to confuse and frustrate him (Shapiro 199).  Finally, 
Fredrich Nietzche, the most optimistic of the three, argues that there is “no certain criteria 
of values in modernity… Thus, values have no grounding in truth” and therefore people 
can create and choose value schemes to their aesthetic emancipatory needs (Shapiro 200).  
These scenarios might as well be tailored to alt.country.  Simmel’s description is 
undoubtedly the fear of the artists who disavow the scene and refuse to admit they’re a 
part of it.  Weber’s explanation encapsulates the frustrated writers and journalists 
desperate to explain it.   Nietzche’s defines the actual process of what it means to play 
alt.country music: choosing the values schemes and sounds and icons and words that best 
suit the artists’ personal emancipatory needs. 
 Whether or not one or all of these scenarios wholly and accurately explains the 
postmodern psyche, for writer Paul Shapiro the underlying truth (if there even is such a 
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thing) is that the result of all this is a suspension of the realizability of desire.  Though he 
in part recognizes the incorporation of postmodern constructs within the filmic noir canon 
(particularly in later noirs), Shapiro sees the total integration of the postmodern 
aesthetic—i.e. the deferment of desire combined with the impossibility of 
authenticity/truth and the overabundance of spectacle—as utterly anti-noir.  As he 
explains, “the key point of noir is that an imperfect morality exists. It acts to restore 
moral viability to the fragmented persona of the hero as well as some semblance of moral 
equilibrium to the universe” (201).  He takes issues with the prevalence of postmodern 
films that don’t end, but just stop, because it unravels the noir reasoning, ruining the 
capacity for “an ending to serve as a clear and ultimate moral guidepost” (209).  For 
Shapiro, “the noir world is based on human agency as redemptive. Postmodernity, 
instead, subverts the worth of such agency and undermines the legitimacy of the hero,” 
thus making the thought of postmodern noir, a misnomer.  
 Shapiro’s argument however persuasive it may be, disregards the possibility of 
postmodern noir as a venue for commercial emancipation and personal connection.  
Alt.country musicians may suffer from a tragedy of options, but those options allow them 
to retain individuality in a progressively canonized music marketplace.  The songs aren’t 
about preserving conventions or sustaining community, they’re about the songs.  The 
personal narratives that overtake listeners; the ranging references artists throw in as 
Easter eggs for keen ears to uncover.  The listener is put in a position of power because 
they’re the ones who have to decipher the message.   
Just as those folk revivalists during the Depression found power in folk songs 
because of their trenchant political power, so do alt.country artists harness that view.  For 
them, they access political strife or bias through personal narrative and the connections 
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possible through music’s emotive resonance.  Old-time artists busy themselves propping 
up and creating literal manifestations of culture, socially propelled relationships and art.  
Alt.country artists disregard the task in favor of a confrontational collage of sounds and 
ideas to affect individuals, to create discreet connections from one soul to another.  Both 
old-time and alt.country represent significant and powerful movements in society.  They 
are perhaps more interrelated in their aims than is discernable, but they accomplish those 
through distinctly different strategies informed by specific comprehensions of music 
history and culture.  Perspectives may shift, but for now at least: old-time is revival, 
alt.country is resurrection, time, as ever, is the revelator.
 APPENDIX 
 
 
Discographies: 
 
Gillian Welch: 
 
Produced by T Bone Burnett.  
Released April 9, 1996.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Orphan Girl 
2.   Annabelle 
3.   Pass You By 
4.   Barroom Girls 
5.   One More Dollar 
6.   By The Mark 
7.   Paper Wings 
8.   Tear My Stillhouse Down 
9.   Acony Bell 
10. Only One And Only 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Produced by T Bone Burnett.  
Released July 28, 1998 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Caleb Meyer 
2.   Good Til Now 
3.   The Devil Had A Hold Of Me 
4.   My Morphine 
5.   One Morning 
6.   Miner's Refrain 
7.   Honey Now 
8.   I'm Not Afraid To Die 
9.   Rock Of Ages 
10. Whiskey Girl 
11. Winter's Come And Gone 
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Produced by David Rawlings.  
Released July 31, 2001.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Revelator 
2.   My First Lover 
3.   Dear Someone 
4.   Red Clay Halo 
5.   April The 14th Part I 
6.   I Want To Sing That Rock  
And Roll 
7.   Elvis Presley Blues 
8.   Ruination Day Part II 
9.   Everything Is Free 
10. I Dream A Highway 
 
 
 
 
 
Produced by David Rawlings. 
Released June 3, 2003. 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Look At Miss Ohio 
2.   Make Me Down A Pallet On  
Your Floor 
3.   Wayside/Back In Time 
4.   I Had A Real Good Mother  
and Father 
5.   One Monkey 
6.   No One Knows My Name 
7.   Lowlands 
8.   One Little Song 
9.   I Made A Lovers Prayer 
10. Wrecking Ball 
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Neko Case: 
 
Produced by Brian Connelly.   
Released July 29, 1997.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Timber 
2.   Bowling Green 
3.   Jettison 
4.   High On Cruel 
5.   Karoline 
6.   Lonely Old Lies 
7.   Honky Tonk Hiccups 
8.   The Virginian 
9.   Duchess 
10. Thanks a Lot 
11. Somebody Led Me Away 
12. Misfire 
 
 
 
 
Produced by Neko Case.  
Released February 22, 2000 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Set Out Running 
2.   Guided By Wire 
3.   Porchlight 
4.   Mood to Burn Bridges 
5.   No Need to Cry 
6.   Twist the Knife 
7.   Thrice All American 
8.   We’ve Never Met 
9.   Whip the Blankets 
10. South Tacoma Way 
11. Bought and Sold 
12. Furnace Room Lullaby 
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Produced by Neko Case.  
Released 2001.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Andy 
2.   Dreaming Man 
3.   Knock Loud 
4.   Make Your Bed 
5.   Poor Ellen Smith 
6.   In California 
7.   Alone and Forsaken 
8.   Favorite 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Produced by Craig Schumacher. 
Released April 28, 2003. 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Things that Scare Me 
2.   Deep Red Bells 
3.   Outro with Bees 
4.   Lady Pilot 
5.   Tightly 
6.   Look For Me (I’ll Be Around) 
7.   Stinging Velvet 
8.   Pretty Girls 
9.   I Missed the Point 
10. Blacklisted 
11. I Wish I Was the Moon 
12. Runnin’ Out of Fools 
13. Ghost Wiring 
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Produced by Neko Case and 
Darryl Neudorf.   
Released November 9, 2004.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   If You Knew 
2.   Soulful Shade of Blue 
3.   Hex 
4.   The Train from Kansas City 
5.   The Tigers Have Spoken 
6.   Blacklisted 
7.   Loretta 
8.   Favorite 
9.   Rated X 
10. This Little Light 
11. Wayfaring Stranger 
12. Tigers Are Noble 
 
 
 
 
Produced by Neko Case and Darryl 
Neudorf.  
Released March 7, 2006. 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Margaret vs. Pauline 
2.   Star Witness 
3.   Hold On, Hold On 
4.   A Widow’s Toast 
5.   That Teenage Feeling 
6.   Fox Confessor Brings the Flood 
7.   John Saw That Number 
8.   Dirty Knife 
9.   Lion’s Jaws 
10. Maybe Sparrow 
11. At Last 
12. The Needle Has Landed 
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Produced by Neko Case and Darryl 
Neudorf 
Released March 3, 2009.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   This Tornado Loves You 
2.   The Next Time You Say 
Forever 
3.   People Got a Lot of Nerve 
4.   Polar Nettles 
5.   Vengeance is Sleeping 
6.   Never Turn Your Back on   
      Mother Earth 
7.   Middle Cyclone 
8.   Fever 
9.   Magpie to the Morning 
10. I’m an Animal 
11. Prison Girls 
           12. Don’t Forget Me 
           13. The Pharoahs 
           14. Red Tide 
           15. Marais la Nuit 
 
 
Additional: 
- Cub 
 Betti-Cola, 1993 
- Maow 
 I Ruv Me Too (7” EP),1995 
 Unforgiving Sounds of Maow, 1996 
- The Sadies 
 Make Your Bed/Gunspeak/Little Sadie (7"), 1998 
 My '63 / Highway 145 (by Whiskeytown) (Split 7"), 1998 
- The Corn Sisters (Neko Case and Carolyn Mark)   
The Other Women, 2000 
- The New Pornographers 
 Mass Romantic, 2000 
 Electric Version, 2003 
 Twin Cinema, 2005 
 Challengers, 2007 
- Neko Case 
 Live from Austin, TX, 2007 
 iTunes Originals, 2009 
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Uncle Earl: 
 
Produced by Sally Van Meter and 
David Mosher.  
Released January 1, 2002.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.  Charlie He’s a Good Ol’ Man 
2.  The Blackest Crow 
3.  Orphan Train 
4.  Dream My Girl 
5.  Rubber Dolly 
6.  Where the Soul of Man  
     Never Dies 
7.  Baby 
8.  Lost Child 
9   Over in the Glory Land 
10. The Fox 
11. Snow White Dove 
12. Freight Train 
 
 
 
Produced by Uncle Earl. 
Released July 2004 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Coffee’s Cold/Tater Patch 
2.   Pale Moon 
3.   Backstep Cindy 
4.   Going to the West 
5.   Coon Dog 
6.   Keys to the Kingdom 
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Produced by Uncle Earl. 
Released December 2004.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Raise a Ruckus 
2.   Stacker Lee 
3.   Little Annie 
4.   Julianne Johnson 
5.   Walker 
6.   Keys to the Kingdom 
7.   The Izze Jingle 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Produced by Dirk Powell. 
Released July 19, 2005. 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Walkin’ in My Sleep 
2.   There is a Time 
3.   Sugar Babe 
4.   Warfare 
5.   Pale Moon 
6.   Booth Shot Lincoln 
7.   Willie Taylor 
8.   Sullivan’s Hollow 
9.   How Long 
10. Old Bunch of Keys 
11. Sleepy Desert 
12. Divine 
13. Ida Red 
14. Take These Chains 
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Produced by John Paul Jones 
Released March 13, 2007.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Black-Eyed Susie 
2.   The Last Goodbye 
3.   One True 
4.   Wish I Had My Time Again 
5.   My Little Carpenter 
6.   My Epitaph 
7.   Buonaparte 
8.   Bony of the Isle of St. Helena 
9.   Sisters of the Road 
10. Streak o’ Lean, Streak o’ Fat 
11. D & P Blues 
12. The Birds Were Singing of You 
13. Wallflower 
14. Drinker Born 
15. Easy in the Early  
     (Til’ Sundown) 
         16. I May Never 
 
Co-founders: KC Groves and Jo Serrapere. 
 
Lineup: KC Groves, Abigail Washburn, Rayna Gellert, and Kristin Andreassen (pictured 
above) 
 
Past Members/Contributors (to varying degrees): Jo Serrapere, Tahmineh Gueramy, Casey 
Henry, Amanda Kowalski, Eric Thorin, Erin Coats Youngberg, Alana Rocklin, Mary 
Lucey, Bryn Davies, Laura Cortese, Pooh Stevenson, Laurie Lewis, Missy Raines, Sally 
Truitt, Kyle Kegerreis, Dan Rose, Matt Brown, and Sharon Gilchrist 
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Rayna Gellert: 
 
 
Released July 15, 2008.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.  Great Big Taters in the    
     Sandy Land 
2.   Julianne Johnson 
3.  Fly Around My Pretty Little   
     Miss 
4.  Ducks on the Millpond 
5.  Old Yeller Dog Came Trotting  
     Through the Meetinghouse 
6.  Cotton-Eyed Joe 
7.  Ways of the World 
8.  Willow on the Lake 
9.  Little Girl with the Hair All  
     Down Behind 
10. I’ve Got Not Honeybabe Now 
11. Sugar in the Gourd 
           12. Charleston #1 
           13. Where’s that Preacher with the  
           Rabbi’s Wife 
           14. Sally Come Through the Rye 
           15. Swannanoa Waltz 
           16. Wagoner One-Step 
           17. Jenny Ran Away in the Mud  
           in the Night 
           18. Arkansas Traveler 
           19. She Lied to Me 
           20. Winder Slide 
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Rayna Gellert with Susie Goehring 
Released July 15, 2008 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Fish Upon the Hook 
2.   The Girl I Left Behind 
3.   Say Darlin’ Say 
4.   Buckin’ Dun 
5.   Folding Down the Sheets 
6.   Willow Garden 
7.   Goodbye Girls 
8.   Edward in the Treetop 
9.   Sister Thou Art Mild and Lovely 
10. Katie Bar the Door 
11. Grey Eagle 
12. Fall on My Knees 
13. Fine Times at Our House 
14. Old Mose 
15. Sweet as the Flowers in Maytime 
           16. Five Miles From Town 
           17. Same Old Road 
           18. Train on the Island 
           19. Doctor, Doctor 
 
 
Additional: 
- The Lonesome Sisters with Rayna Gellert 
 Follow Me Down, 2004 
- Rayna Gellert & Friends 
 FestivaLink presents Rayna Gellert & Friends at MerleFest 4/28/07, 2007 
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Abigail Washburn: 
 
Released 2004.   
Track list:  
 
Disc 1: Song of the Traveling 
Daughter 
1. Song of the Traveling Daughter  
2. Winter's Come and Gone  
3. Journey Home  
4. The Lost Lamb  
 
Disc 2: Here In This Room   
1. Nobody's Fault But Mine  
2. Rockabye Dixie  
3. Santa Anna's Retreat  
4. Coffee's Cold/ Tater Patch  
5. Save Me Child  
6. Single Drop Of Honey 
 
 
 
 
Produced by Béla Fleck.  
Released August 2, 2005 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Sometimes 
2.   Rockabye Dixie 
3.   Coffee’s Cold 
4.   Red & Blazing 
5.   Single Drop of Honey 
6.   Eve Stole the Apple 
7. Who’s Gonna Shoe Your Pretty 
Little Feet 
8. Backstep Cindy/Purple Bamboo 
9. The Lost Lamb 
10. Nobody’s Fault But Mine 
11. Halo 
12. Song of the Traveling Daughter 
13. Deep in the Night 
14. Momma 
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Released May 29, 2006.   
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Fall On My Knees 
2.   Everybody Does It Now 
3.   Keys to the Kingdom 
4.   Santa Anna’s Retreat 
5.   His Eye Is On The Sparrow 
  
  
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Produced by Béla Fleck.  
Released May 20, 2008 
 
Track Listing: 
1.   Overture 
2.   A Fuller Wine 
3.   Strange Things 
4.   Great Big Wall in China 
5.   Taiyang Chulai 
6.   Oh Me, Oh My 
7.   Captain 
8.   A Kazakh Melody 
9.   Banjo Pickin’ Girl 
10. Sugar and Pie 
11. Kangding Qingge (Old Timey 
Dance Party) 
12. It Ain’t Easy 
13. Journey Home 
 
 
 
Additional: 
- Abigail Washburn and the Sparrow Quartet 
 Afterquake EP, 200
 BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Abigail Washburn. 9 Feb. 2009 <http://www.abigailwashburn.com/>. 
 
Answering Bell: Ryan Adams Set Lists and Song Histories. 24 Nov. 2008 
<http://www.answeringbell.com/>. 
 
Appalachian String Band Festival. West Virginia Division of Culture and History. 16 
June 2009 <http://www.wvculture.org/stringband/>. 
 
Bendix, Regina. In Search of Authenticity: the Formation of Folklore Studies. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1997. 
 
Blanton, Joe, "Re:." E-mail to the author. 11 Nov. 2008. 
 
Blanton, Joe, "Re: Re:." E-mail to the author. 17 Nov. 2008. 
 
Blaustein, Richard. “Rethinking Folk Revivalism: Grass-roots Preservationism and Folk 
Romanticism.” Transforming Tradition: Folk Music Revivals Examined. Ed. Neil 
Rosenberg. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993. 258-274. 
 
Bryan, Sarah. Personal Interview. 20 March 2009. 
 
Bryan, Sarah. "Regarding Reviews." Editorial. The Old Time Herald 11.7 (2008): 2. 
 
Cantwell, Robert. When We Were Good: The Folk Revival. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1996. 
 
Carr, Patrick. “Will the Circle Be Unbroken?: Country Music’s Changing Image.” From 
the Beginnings to the '90s: Country - The Music and The Musicians. Ed. Paul 
Kingsbury. New York: Abbeville Press, 1994. 329-359. 
 
Carter, A.P. “No Depression.” 1937.  
 
Cartwright, Garth. "O sister where art thou?" The Guardian 2 Nov. 2007 [London]. 273-
90. 10 June 2009 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/music/2007/nov/02/folk>. 
 
Case, Neko. Blacklisted. 2002. 
 
Case, Neko. Fox Confessor Brings the Flood. 2006. 
 
Case, Neko. Middle Cyclone. 2009. 
 
Case, Neko. The Tigers Have Spoken. 2004. 
 
Case, Neko & Her Boyfriends. The Virginian. 1997. 
 
 93
Corbin, Everett J. Storm Over Nashville: A Case Against Modern Country Music. 
Nashville: Ashlar Press, 1980. 
 
Dombal, Ryan. "Interviews: Neko Case." Pitchfork. 10 Apr. 2006. 22 June 2009 
<http://pitchfork.com/features/interviews/6306-neko-case/>. 
 
Dorfman, Scott. "Drag the River for Country Punk." The Stanford Daily 8 Mar. 2002. 14 
Nov. 2008 
<http://daily.stanford.edu:8000/article/2002/3/8/dragTheRiverForCountryPunk>. 
 
Erbsen, Wayne. Old-Time Fiddle for the Complete Ignoramus. Asheville, NC: Native 
Ground Books & Music, 2005. 32. 18 June 2009 
<http://books.google.com/books?id=P0LN7aNUnpQC&pg=PA32&dq=hush+littl
e+baby+say+darlin+say&ei=IoRZSubwE6e0zQSIqJTxDw#v=onepage&q=&f=fa
lse>.  
 
Escott, Colin. Lost Highway: The True Story of Country Music. London: BBC Books, 
2003. 
 
Everett Corbin - Songwriter. 29 Oct. 1980. Myspace. 14 Nov. 2008 
<http://www.myspace.com/everettcorbin>. 
 
Factory Belt: The Unofficial Uncle Tupelo Archives. 24 Nov. 2008 
<http://www.factorybelt.net/>. 
 
Feintuch, Burt. “Music Revival as Musical Transformation.” Transforming Tradition: 
Folk Music Revivals Examined. Ed. Neil Rosenberg. Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 1993. 183-193. 
 
Fetterley, Judith. The Resisting Reader. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
1978. 
 
Gellert, Rayna and Friends. Ways of the World. 2000. 
 
Gellert, Rayna and Susie Goehring. Starch and Iron. 2008. 
 
Gilmore, Eric “Skillet.” Personal Interview. 5 Oct. 2007. 
 
Glassie, Henry. “Tradition.” Eight Words for the Study of Expressive Culture. Ed. Burt 
Feintuch. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003. 176-97. 
 
Gram Parsons (1946-1973). 12 Aug. 2005. Georgia Humanities Council. 22 Nov. 2008 
<http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-1682>. 
 
Green, Archie. “Hillbilly Music: Source and Symbol.” Journal of American Folklore. vol. 
78. no. 309 (July-September 1965). pp. 204-220. 
 
 94
Gribi, Gerri. "Sister Thou Wast Mild and Lovely Traditional." Gerri Gribi: Women's 
Folksong Lyrics and Historical Notes. 27 June 2005. 1 July 2009 
<http://creativefolk.com/lyrics.html#anchor266410>.  
 
Haggard, Merle. “Okie From Muskogee.” Okie From Muskogee. EMI, 1969. 
 
Handler, Richard, and Jocelyn Linnekin. "Tradition, Genuine or Spurious." The Journal 
of American Folklore 97.385 (1984): 273-90. JSTOR. UNC - Chapel Hill Library. 
22 May 2009 
<http://www.jstor.org.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/stable/540610?&Search=yes&term=S
purious&term=Linnekin&term=Tradition%2C&term=Genuine&term=Handler&li
st=hide&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoAdvancedSearch%3Fq0%3D%26f>. 
 
Harris, John. "Interviews: Gillian Welch." John Harris: Journalist and Author. 11 May 
2003. The Guardian. 2 Dec. 2007. 
 
Hibbett, Ryan. “What is Indie Rock?” Popular Music and Society. 28.1 (2005). 55-77. 
 
Hinton, Brian. South by Southwest: A Roadmap to Alternative Country. London: 
Sanctuary, 2003. 
 
Holland, Roger. "Song of the Traveling Clawhammer Banjo Player." 21 Oct. 2005. 12 
June 2009 <http://www.popmatters.com/music/interviews/washburn-abigail-
051021.shtml>. 
 
Hood, Patterson. Killers and Stars. New West Records, 2004. 
 
Huey, Steve. "Neko Case > Biography." Allmusic. 12 May 2009 
<http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=11:h9fexqrhldde~T1>. 
 
Jabbour, Alan. Foreword. Transforming Tradition: Folk Music Revivals Examined. Ed. 
Neil Rosenberg. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993. xi-xiii 
 
Kelly, James, "Alt-country, et al." E-mail to the author. 21 Nov. 2008. 
 
Kimmel, Michael S. "Men's Responses to Feminism at the Turn of the Century." Gender 
and Society 1.3 (1987): 261-83. JSTOR. SAGE. UNC. 2 July 2009 
<http://gas.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/1/3/261>.  
 
LaBate, Steve. "Catching Up With... Abigail Washburn & the Sparrow Quartet." Letter. 
Paste 11 Aug. 2008. 12 June 2009 
<http://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2008/08/catching-up-with-abigail-
washburn-the-sparrow-quar.html>. 
 
LaBate, Steve. "Ryan Adams: The View from the Plateau." Paste. Nov. 2007: 57-62. 
 
LaBate, Steve, "RE: what the heck is alt-country." E-mail to the author. 5 Nov. 2008. 
 
 95
Leach, MacEdward. The Ballad Book. New York: Harper, 1955.  
 
Lee, Steve S and Richard A. Peterson. “Internet-based Virtual Music Scenes: The Case of 
P2 in Alt.Country Music.” Music Scenes: Local, Translocal, and Virtual. Ed. 
Andy Bennet and Richard A. Peterson. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 
2004. 187-204 
 
Lucero. “The War.” Nobody's Darlings. Liberty & Lament, 2005. 
 
Malone, Bill C. Country Music, U.S.A. 2nd ed. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002. 
 
Malone, Bill C. "Honky-tonk Music." Encyclopedia of Southern Culture. n.d. 1014-1016. 
 
Menaker, Daniel. "Wild Thing." The New York Times 13 Feb. 2009. 12 June 2009 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/15/magazine/15neko-
t.html?_r=2&scp=1&sq=neko%20case&st=cse>. 
 
Menconi, David. “Go Your Own Way: Ryan Adams Stakes a Claim to Solo Territory 
While Whiskeytown’s Fate Hangs in the Wind.” The Best of No Depression. Eds. 
Grant Alden and Peter Blackstock. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005. 223-
230. 
 
Mulvey, Laura. "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema." Screen 16.3 Autumn. (1975): 1-
7. 2 Dec. 2007. 
 
Nichols, Ben. Personal Interview. 29 Oct. 2007. 
 
Nusbaum, Philip. “Bluegrass and the Folk Revival: Structural Similarities and 
Experienced Differences.” Transforming Tradition: Folk Music Revivals 
Examined. Ed. Neil Rosenberg. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993. 203-
219 
 
O'Neill, Claire. "William Eggleston: Democratic Hellraiser?." The Picture Show. June 
2009. NPR. 24 June 2009 
<http://www.npr.org/blogs/pictureshow/2009/06/the_colorful_world_of_william.
html>. 
 
Peterson, Richard A., and Bruce A. Beale, "Alternative country: origins, music, world-
view, fans, and taste in genre formation." Popular Music and Society  
(Spring/Summer 2001): 233-44. Academic OneFile. UNC. 10 Nov. 2008 
 
Petrusich, Amanda. It Still Moves: Lost Songs, Lost Highways, and The Search for the 
Next American Music. New York: Faber and Faber, Inc, 2008. 
 
Porfirio, Robert G. “No Way out: Existential Motifs in Film Noir.” Film Noir Reader. 
Eds. Silver, Alain, and James Ursini. New York: First Limelight Edition, 1996. 
77-93. 
 
 96
Proehl, Bob. "Killing Him Didn’t Make Her Love Go Away." 27 Apr. 2009. 12 June 
2009 < http://www.popmatters.com/pm/column/73660-killing-him-didnt-make-
her-love-go-away/>. 
 
Rayna Gellert, Fiddler. 10 Feb. 2009 <http://www.rayna.utopiandesign.com/bio.html>. 
 
Reed, James. "Gillian Welch thrives in old-time niche." Boston Globe 7 Nov. 2003. 2 
Dec. 2007 1-2. 
 
Rosenberg, Neil. Introduction. Transforming Tradition: Folk Music Revivals Examined. 
Ed. Neil Rosenberg. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993. 1-25 
 
Sawin, Patricia. "Performance at the Nexus of Gender, Power, and Desire: Reconsidering 
Bauman's Verbal Art from the Perspective of Gendered Subjectivity as 
Performance." Journal of American Folklore 115.455 (2002): 28-61. 
 
Seeger, Mike. "What is Old-time Music?." 1997. 14 May 2009 
<http://mikeseeger.info/html/whatis.html>. 
 
Seiler, Cotton, "‘Have You Ever Been to the Pleasure Inn?’ The transformation of Indie 
Rock in Louisville, Kentucky." Journal of Popular Music Studies 13 (2007): 189-
205. 
 
Shapiro, Paul. “Somewhere Over the Rainbow Dorothy Got Totaled: Postmodernity and 
Modern Film.” Postmodern Representations. Ed. Brown, Richard H. Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1995. 197-215. 
 
"The Banjo in Beijing." The Bluegrass Blog. 21 Oct. 2005. 12 June 2009 
<http://www.thebluegrassblog.com/the-banjo-in-beijing/>. 
 
The Corn Sisters. The Other Women (Live). 2000. 
 
"The Everly Brothers." The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum. 28 June 2009 
<http://www.rockhall.com/inductee/the-everly-brothers>.  
 
The Old Time Herald - A Magazine Dedicated to Old-Time Music. 14 May 2009 
<http://www.oldtimeherald.org/index.html>. 
 
"Uncle Earl." Faraway Hills. 10 June 2009 
<http://homepage.ntlworld.com/farawayhills/uncle_earl.html>. 
 
Uncle Earl. Going to the Western Slope. 2004. 
 
Uncle Earl. Raise a Ruckus. 2005. 
 
Uncle Earl. She Waits for Night. 2005. 
 
Uncle Earl. She Went Upstairs. 2002. 
 97
 
Uncle Earl. Waterloo, TN. 2007. 
 
Uncle Tupelo. Anodyne. Sire/Reprise, 1993. 
 
Unterberger, Richie. "Scott Walker > Biography." Allmusic. 2 June 2009 
<http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=11:0pfpxql5ldke~T1>. 
 
Valby, Karen. "Gloves off: Lovably foulmouthed Neko Case sounds off." Entertainment 
Weekly. 6 June 2003. 18 Aug. 2009 
<http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,455377_2,00.html>.  
 
Washburn, Abigail. Songs of the Traveling Daughter. 2005. 
 
Washburn, Abigail. The Sparrow Quartet – EP. 2006 
 
Washburn, Abigail & The Sparrow Quartet. Abigail Washburn & The Sparrow 
Quartet. 2008. 
 
"Ways of the World." Elderly Instruments N.p., n.d. Web. 1 July 2009 
<http://elderly.com//recordings/items/YODEL032.htm>. 
 
Welch, Gillian. Hell Among the Yearlings. 1998. 
 
Welch, Gillian. Revival. 1996. 
 
Welch, Gillian. Soul Journey. 2003. 
 
Welch, Gillian. Time (The Revelator). 2001. 
 
Whiskeytown. Faithless Street. Mood Food, 1995. 
 
Whiskeytown. Strangers Almanac. Outpost Records, 1997. 
 
Wilkinson, Alec. "The Ghostly Ones." The New Yorker 20 Sep. 2004: 78-87. 12 June 
2009 
<http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2004/09/20/040920fa_fact_wilkinson>. 
 
Williams, Raymond. The Country and the City. New York: Oxford University Press, 
1975. 
 
Winegar, Jeff. Letter. The Old Time Herald 11.7 (Oct-Nov 2008): 3.  
 
Wolfe, Charles. “Early Country: Treasures Untold.” American Roots Music. 14-33. 
 
Wolfe, Charles. "The Legend of John Dilleshaw." Roots of American Fiddle Music. Ed. 
Ahmet C. Baycu. 1984. 14 May 2009 
<http://www.1001tunes.com/fiddlers/dilly1.html>. 
